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CHAPTER I 


IN THE BEGINNING 


of the Brahmaputra Valley cuts back deeply into the 

ranges running down from Tibet and the Roof of the 
World. The warm, green, thickly-populated valley floor 
forms one part of the Indian province of Assam, and the 
surrounding hill-tracts and their variety of tribes make up 
the rest. On the north side of the valley are Monbas, Akas, 
Daflas, Miris, Apa Tanis and Abors and other groups yet 
unclassified or never seen by a foreign eye, for the hinterland 
along the foot of the Great Himalayan Range is still un- 
explored for a good part of its length. On the southern bank 
a stretch of mountain country—a long skein of parallel ranges 
—runs down between India and Burma, and in the upper half 
of this live the more or less Mongolian tribes known as the 
Nagas and Kukis. I say “more or less Mongolian”’, for 
nobody yet knows all the strains and races which have con- 
tributed to their make-up nor what eddies of migration 
brought them there. The Kukis lie to the south with the 
Lushais and Chins below them, the Nagas are to the north, 
and there is a belt in the middle where the two overlap. 

The Nagas are divided into a number of different tribes and 
sub-tribes, Angamis, Rengmas, Tangkhuls, Lhotas, Semas, 
Aos, and many more too numerous to cite here. They live 
in hilltop villages which were, and often still are, defended by 
stone walls, dykes, thorn fences and spiked palisades, and 
before the Pax Britannica stopped them they were head- 
hunters to a man, celebrating the deed in elaborate rituals 
and recognizing its worth by the right to special insignia. 
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Beyond the frontier, in the considerable tract which still 
remains unadministered, head-hunting and its ancient rites 
persist unabated—aggravated, indeed, by the modern weapons 
the war left behind when it receded. 

Under British administration the Naga country and the 
other Assam hill-tracts formed “‘ excluded areas ”—excluded, 
that is, from the control of the Provincial Legislature and left 
in the hands of the Governor. The object of this was neither 
repression nor the artificial preservation of primitive cultures ; 
it was designed to protect the hillman from exploitation, to 
reduce to a minimum the bureaucracy with which he had to 
contend, and to cushion him against the impact of civilization 
until he was educated to withstand it alone. Should anyone 
doubt the propriety of withholding the benefits of civilization 
for even a short time, may I point out that prostitution and 
venereal disease are unknown to the untouched tribes but are 
the first blessings imported by the higher races. 

The administration of hill districts was a very personal 
matter, depending almost entirely upon the individual officer 
and his influence. It called for men with integrity, tact, 
infinite patience and real devotion to their often obstreperous 
charges. Speaking as one who has seen the process of govern- 
ment from a worm’s eye view and not from a coign of vantage 
in official circles, I should like to pay tribute to the remarkably 
high standard attained. The district of Naga Hills in particu- 
lar was fortunate in its officers, and under such men as Hutton, 
Mills and Pawsey it enjoyed a long period of just and sym- 
pathetic control to which Naga loyalty and co-operation in 
two wars are a tribute. 

In the administered areas Mission and Plains influence have 
altered the tribes much. Caps, boots and trousers replace the 
former simplicities, and a desire for sinecures and soft jobs 
seduces men from the old, hard way of the soil. There are, 
though, blessed oases in the drab desert where beads and 
feathers, red-dyed goats’-hair and rich-hued plaids still gladden 


the eye ; where the ancient candours and ancient moralities 
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survive uncorrupted, where chipped enamel and cheap glass 
have not ousted the hand-carved product; where men go 
armed with spear and dao instead of notebook and fountain- 
pen; where the dog-eat-dog existence of modern economics 
has not swamped the primitive decencies, and where life is 
simple and pagan and brief and happy. 

Of such an oasis is this book written. 


It all began in 1937 when, as a girl of twenty-three, I 
was on a visit to India. 

A broad belt of jungle ran along the hill-foot. Its long, 
thin trees strained upwards, their trunks wound round, choked 
and netted with a welter of creepers. The road ran straight 
through in a cleft like a railway-cutting, and beyond was a 
rampart of hills, blue-black with rain-forest. 

The small car bumped and hustled along the road, dipping 
in and out of the hollows where the morning mist still lingered. 
It pulled up at a sentry-post. We showed our papers, the car 
moved on, and we had entered Naga Hillsand the excludedarea. 

Hillsides rose suddenly on either side and a gorge enveloped 
us. We climbed steadily beside a wild, green stream which 
slid through sunlit pools and between grey boulders, and 
above us cliffs thick with cane, fern, palm and matted tree 
mounted to an invisible skyline. The road looped round 
elbow after elbow, the little car rolling at each, and as suddenly 
again we shot out over the gorge’s lip and were rushing past 
stony flood-courses full of plumed reeds. Again the road lifted 
and climbed. The car hummed on, round steeper bends, 
between bamboos, through lighter, drier forest—the hazy 
plain falling lower and lower behind—and up the feet and 
knees of the great Barail Range itself. 

A group of hillmen scattered before us and stood on the 
roadside, staring. They were not the slim-built Assamese of 
the low ground. The sight of them was a shock. Here 
were the Philippines and Indonesia. Bead necklaces drooped 
on their bare, brown chests, black kilts with three lines of 
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cowries wrapped their hips, plaids edged with vivid colours 
hung on their coppery shoulders. Tall, solid, muscular, 
Mongolian, they stood, a little startled, as we shot by. 

I turned on Alexa beside me. 

‘Lexie ! Who on earth are they—— ? 

“Why, Nagas,” she said, surprised. 

It’s twelve years now since that moment, and I still don’t 
know what happened. There was a sudden surge of recog- 
nition. I must have sat there like a fool, gaping. Nagas !— 
of course !— illumination so plain, so known and obvious, that 
I was speechless at my own stupidity in not remembering 
sooner. 

And suddenly, in the split second before it reached full 
consciousness, the knowledge was gone. It vanished as 
cleanly and completely as writing wiped off a slate. The 
car swept on up the twisty road ; and I sat there dumb in 
the back seat, trying to snatch from the edge of my mind 
the vital, the intensely important, thing which a few seconds 
earlier had been so clear. 

I never did. 

We breakfasted at Kohima, whose tidy bungalows and red- 
roofed lines spread out along the spurs in the shadow of 
Japvo. I don’t remember much of it. My ordinary winter 
visit to India was taking unexpected twists. Beyond the 
town there lay a progression of ranges which faded out into 
the haze of the east and the unmapped country. Bridle-roads 
led there, winding down bare spurs and curving round con- 
tours till they were lost in the intricate folds. On every ridge 
there was a shaggy village, its thatched roofs smoke-stained 
and weathered. One behind the other the hills stretched away 
as far as the eye could see, in an ocean of peaks, a wilderness 
of steep fields and untouched forest, of clefts and gulfs and 
razor-backs which merged at last into a grey infinity. That 
landscape drew me as I had never known anything do before, 
with a power transcending the body, a force not of this 


world at all. 
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Dazed, tired, bewildered, and not sure what had happened, 
I was decanted from the car that evening in the middle of 
Manipur. 


I woke next morning to as pleasant a backwater as anyone 
could wish. Manipur State lay deep in the hills between 
Assam and Burma. Part of its territory was mountain 
country, but the heart of it was a level plain, an old lake- 
bed now drained and cultivated and covered in little square 
rice-fields yellow with stubble. Raided with hideous cruelty 
by the Burmese early in the nineteenth century, notorious for 
its rising of 1891, it slept now in a warm quiet. The one 
long road to railhead cut it off effectively from the rest of the 
province. A mule-track linked it to Burma through Tamu, 
and that was all. 

A European community of less than a dozen lived in the 
neat Imphal cantonments. Bougainvillea sprawled over their 
tiled bungalows and beds of snapdragon and lupin edged the 
lawns. At the lip of the Manipur River, which ran shallow 
and brown in a deep cutting through its own past sediment, 
stood the brick walls of the old fort, with the ruined Palace 
and Coronation Hall beside them—relics of ’91. The new 
Palace, white and crisp as icing-sugar, stood on a grassy level 
outside the town. Beyond cantonments sprawled a dusty 
bazaar, all rickety balconies and peeling paint ; and from that 
spread out the native Imphal, a vast conglomeration of 
bamboo-cloaked villages, hut upon hidden hut, pond after 
pond, a green, dank, feathery labyrinth which overflowed far 
on to the surrounding plain. 

Life turned over pleasantly, with leisure. There were 
shaded lawns to sit on. There was golf at the Club and tennis 
at the Residency ; there was duck-shooting on the lakes at the 
south of the valley. We womenfolk idled comfortably. 
We shopped at the Canteen, we dined ; we visited the Arts 
and Crafts showroom ; and twice a week we went to watch 
the polo. But above everything there was one daily spectacle 
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which took the eye. Every evening in the Imphal bazaar 
was held the Sena Kaitel, the Golden Market. 

When the heat was out of the day and the light fell long 
and warm, files of villagers came padding in with their produce 
through the soft, thick dust of the roadsides. Along the edge 
of the polo-ground passed one endless procession of purple 
and scarlet, russet and green, and the ever-recurring yellow 
of the women’s shawls. Girls passed, their stiff, striped faneks 
wrapped round them and belted in. Women, their hair 
sleeked back and knotted, pressed by in groups of black-and- 
purple and black-and-gold. Men, turbaned and swathed in 
white, pulled jade or amethyst wraps about them against the 
growing chill. Here were hillmen, tousled and nude, here 
were dogs, here were children, here were beggars—one 
jostling tide of colour on white and white on colour, streaming 
into the market-place in a cloud of golden dust. 

By dusk the great square space was crammed. Hundreds 
of small lamps, wicks burning in saucers of oil, glimmered 
down the long aisles where the women sellers sat behind 
goods whose colours glowed again in the half-light—quilts 
in mauve and pink, stacks of white muslins, red-and-yellow 
loin-cloths, and the broad-banded scarlet-and-white cloths 
which the Tangkhul Nagas wore. There were brass wares 
and. brass jewellery, bowls and dishes, armlets and bracelets, 
and crowns in imitation of Manipuri goldwork ; a dried fish 
section, smelling to high heaven ; the potters’ place, stacked 
with red earthenware jars; and betel, coco-nut and food- 
sellers of every kind, who overflowed from the stalls and 
cluttered the packed roads with titbits displayed on trays or 
on strips of plantain leaf. There was a tingling smell of 
smoke, spices, dust and marigolds in the air, there were lorries 
nosing and honking through the press, there were half-naked 
hillmen stopping to stare, and away and beyond it all was a 
bronze-green twilight and hills of black velvet against a shot- 
silk sky. 


In the ordinary way I might never have gone further than 
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Into the Hills 


the valley. Life centred on Imphal. Though the forested 
mountains ran right round the level like a rim to a tray, officers 
visited them occasionally and in the course of duty, and out- 
siders never. But ten days after I arrived, the Civil Surgeon 
and his wife, who were going on tour to Ukhrul in the Tang- 
khul Naga country, offered to take me with them. Almost 
before I had unpacked, certainly before I knew what I was 
in for, I was bundling a scratch camp outfit into jappas, the 
tall carrying-baskets used for hill-transport. The car at the 
door, a flurry of forgotten oddments, and we were bouncing 
eastwards along the Yaingangpokpi road. 

We spent the night in a mud-walled rest-house at the foot 
of the hills, and next morning entered them. The outer 
slopes were barren and dry, seamed with red gullies and 
covered in dense grass which held the heat. Then, as we 
climbed, we came to woods and cool air, and crossed to the 
inner slopes and a greener landscape. 

It was a glorious, open world, with a sense of infinite 
distance. Sometimes we marched through oak-scrub and dry 
leaves, like a winter wood at home, with blue sky and white 
clouds behind the bare branches ; sometimes we dropped to 
tropical forest as dank as a cellar, all broad leaves and coarse, 
crowding growths and wild banana-trees rearing out of the 
tangle. The track itself was a shelf on the side of the hill, and 
at intervals along it there were patients waiting for Colonel 
Taylor, his medicine-chest and the compounder. Naked, 
grimy, smelling of sweat and wood-smoke, they stood and 
squatted with their small offerings of eggs and fruit on the 
ground before them, their round-faced, slit-eyed children 
peering at us from behind them. With them were their 
headmen, tall and statuesque in black and crimson togas. 
Great rings of silver distended their ears. Collars of beads 
and bone hung down on their chests, and they wore the 
Tangkhul haircut, the sides of the head shaved clean while a 
stiff cockscomb of hair ran over the top like the crest of a 
classical helmet. 
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Each night we slept in an earth-floored bungalow with 
crumbling mud walls and nothing between us and the sparrows 
in the thatch, so that debris and blessings rained on the dinner- 
table. Every morning we left a cactus-hedged compound, 
marched for four hours, and camped again in another just 
like it. The bungalows varied only in situation and de- 
crepitude. Daily the road dropped into a chasm of a valley 
and crawled laboriously out of it by a ladder of zigzags ; it 
wound in and out of ravines, crossing bouldered streams by 
roofed timber bridges, and once in a while it wandered 
along a crest, through woods and grassland, and let us see 
ridge lifting beyond ridge in the distance. Mist boiled in 
the hollows, rising raggedly as the sun struck it. Villages 
were perched here and there, scattered Kuki hamlets, compact 
Naga settlements, and sometimes a tin-roofed converts’ chapel. 
Bamboos arched below us, graceful and feathery; dark, 
aboriginal forest covered the hilltops; and everywhere the 
Wet-rice terraces swept down row on row in fan-shaped 
staircases two thousand feet deep to the rich, irregular curves 
of the valley fields, whose banks made a black tracery on the 
bright water. 

When, ten days later, we returned to Imphal, life had 
changed. There is no describing the fascination of the hills. 
Neither heat, sweat, dirt nor discomfort could break their 
hold. It was as though I had re-discovered a world to which 
I had belonged the whole time; from which, by some 
accident, I had been estranged. Seen again, Imphal and the 
life of its small community had indefinably altered. I saw 
them, rather, at a new angle; the perspective was subtly 
different. They had become a little hostile, a little foreign. 
Not yet of the hills, but already divorced a fraction from my 
own race, I wanted nothing now but the lovely, wild reality 
of mountain and jungle. I had to go back. 


There wasn’t long to wait. Alexa, unable to join the 
Ukhrul trip, had already arranged for the pair of us to go to 
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Tamenglong and the Barak River with Mr Jeffery, the State 
Engineer, on his next tour of bridge inspection. She broke 
the news to me almost as soon as I reached the house. 

At that time the hill districts of Manipur fell into two sub- 
divisions. Ukhrul was the headquarters of the eastern, and 
Tamenglong that of the west. Both areas ran from the Naga 
Hills border to the Chin and Lushai Hills on the south, and 
in both the tribes were of two groups, Naga and Kuki. 

The former were an early migration, the latter recent 
arrivals akin to the Lushais and Chins. The southern half of 
both districts was wholly Kuki; to the north, where the full 
tide of their invasion had not reached, they were peppered 
here and there among the Nagas in scattered clans. To a 
certain extent they were still moving. Though their larger 
communities were static, the smaller tended to shift and break 
up, drifting from place to place in search of fresh land as 
though their migratory urge were not yet spent. The Nagas, 
on the other hand, were well-settled. Their last migration 
was several centuries behind them and they lived in clearly- 
defined tribal areas. To the east, round Ukhrul, were the 
Tangkhuls ; on their fringes were a small pocket of Marrings 
and some Khoiraos ; and there were border villages which 
shaded off into the Angamis of Naga Hills. On the west, at 
Tamenglong, there were three allied tribes, the Kabui, Zemi 
and Lyeng, which together formed the group known as the 
Kacha Nagas. 

The Ukhrul trip had been short and over bridle-roads. 
This was to last three weeks, we should be lodged in jungle- 
camps, and much of the route was over native paths. It 
wasn’t usual then for women to tour in the hills. There were 
protests ; our plan was criticized. 

“You'll never stand the marching,” said a captain, with 
gloom. “ You'll go sick on the Barak and be carried in, and 
then you'll know all about it.” 

But Mr Jeffery ignored all pessimists. We left on the 
scheduled day, in the worst weather possible, and the station 
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sat back to await our bodies. We climbed into the car, broad- 
sided our way to the starting-point through a foot of mud, and 
met our porters in a damp bazaar. The peepul-tree above 
the cigarette-stalls dripped heavily on the men and baggage ; 
and then we were gone, tramping away up the slope in thick 
mist, wind-blown drizzle and deepening twilight, on as un- 
promising a start as ever a trip had. 

The weather cleared in a day or two, and, razor-back after 
razor-back, the ranges came out of their cloud. Where the 
Ukhrul side had been dry, with grassy stretches and oaks and 
pines, the country here was covered throughout in dense rain- 
forest. Blue and dark green, black, almost, where cloud- 
shadows crossed it, it coated everything. By Haochong and 
Lukhambi and the giant bamboo of the Irang valley, we came, 
on the fourth day out from Imphal, to Tamenglong. 
Struggling up the wicked ascent of Khebuching—stretch 
after stretch straight up without a bend to ease it—we met 
beer-bearing interpreters a little below the summit, and, re- 
freshed, tramped on the last half-mile. The road turned 
downward. The trees ended suddenly ; and we overlooked 
Tamenglong. 

The long ridge on which we stood here fell away in eroded 
knolls and hummocks. On these stood the station, its tin 
roofs patches of red below us. The S.D.O.’s bungalow was 
perched on one pinnacle; the rest-house lay below it on 
another ; and a primitive stone fort stood detached a little 
ona third. The town, if you can call the straggle of clerks’ 
and interpreters’ houses that, ran winding along a spur lower 
still, and right out at the end of the tongue and jutting above 
the deep Barak valley was a Kabui village. But beyond the 
station was such a view as is seen in dreams—one vast sweep 
of rolling green hills ran right round the horizon, here rising 
in a peak, there dropping in seas of bamboo to a river and the 
faint streak of a waterfall. 

We halted a day in Tamenglong, visiting the fort with its 
spike-studded glacis; and then we marched again, down 
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the long, level spur to the Kabui village, and through its 
dung-littered street to the lip of the hill. The path fell sud- 
denly into space. Down through the fields it went, through 
grass and woods ; down by zigzags, by steps, by twists, by 
long slants—down, down, down, turning and dropping, out 
of the cultivation and into the jungle beyond. A vaulted 
tunnel of bamboo received us. Its endless vista stretched on, 
grey-green, winding a little, always sloping down. Knees 
ached, toes bruised; down, still down. Milestone after 
lichened milestone we passed. The river murmured a very 
little louder—we saw it for a second, bright with rapids in the 
sun, with a thread-like suspension-bridge stretched across it. 
The wind of the hills was gone. A warm, wet, muggy quiet 
enveloped us, the heat of the deep valleys. Tiger-mosquitoes 
swarmed on us when we sat. Giant bamboos replaced the 
lighter types. The road was thick with decaying leaves, 
perpetually damp. And then, at last, the slope ended. The 
river roared now on our left. A few yards more, through 
jungle and river-grass; over old courses and sandbanks, 
through scrub and reeds—and there was the bridge, high, 
light and web-like, and under it our small bamboo-built camp. 

Next morning the sandbank beside us clattered with bam- 
boos and the whop-whop of cutting. Twenty or thirty 
Nagas were building rafts for our downstream journey, and 
on the day following we launched forth. The rafts were 
long, triangular structures, mere bundles of bamboos secured 
at the bows and braced amidships. Low platforms kept us 
out of the wet, as the bottom boards were awash. Of terrify- 
ing instability—the least tilt shot you off sideways—yet of 
surprising endurance, they could not, so far as I know, be 
capsized. One boatman forward and another aft poled, 
pushed or paddled, as the case required, and so, bumping 
over shallows, wading, portaging and sometimes sliding 
serenely down long, deep pools, we proceeded south. 

We were well into the wilderness now, in a world of green 
water and green jungle, of bamboos and elephant-grass and 
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trees, of glaring, sunlit shingle and bright rapids. Our camps 
were in tiny clearings cut out of the woods and tiger-tracks 
appeared overnight on the paths and sandbanks round them. 
Barking-deer took nightly exception to the glare of the 
pressure-lamp ; otters slipped into the water as the rafts 
approached. 

It was a new world, too, in another way. Jeffery had a 
friendly, tolerant liking for the hillmen. At any rate, he saw 
them as human beings. If their world differed from his, he 
was prepared to recognize theirs as a distinct entity, complete in 
itself, and respect it as such. There was a great difference 
here between his view and Imphal’s, which, at least on the 
non-administrative side, inclined to be strongly European, 
and poked fun at anyone, of whatever race, whose standards 
were not exactly its own. It is an understandable reaction, 
perhaps, in a small group of people isolated, surrounded and 
pressed in upon all sides by the strong tides of native life, 
by cultures and standards quite other than those to which 
they must conform on their eventual return home. There 
are those so detached from the world, saints so supported by 
an inner strength, that they can move untroubled through 
half the conflicting cultures of the globe; but the ordinary 
mortal has only his small props and stays of precept and 
custom to sustain him, and when they crack under outside 
pressure, he can but close the ranks and defend the shell 
bravely. 

Every evening brought a new camp-site and new people 
crowding it, brown, slim, curious, unhurried, with a strangely 
unsavage courtesy. Even now I get a catch at the heart from 
the sharp, clean smell of new huts—the fresh-cut bamboo 
and thatch, and the scraped wet earth of the floor. Night 
after night the mists shut down on the valley, the moon shone 
thinly through, and the porters, like young bronze statues, 
came up to sit by the fire. We passed the three great falls 
of the Barak, each sliding in a giant step between ever-rising 
walls of grey sandstone, and started below them with new 
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rafts, paddling down long, still reaches on a widening stream. 
And then, at last, we came to the suspension-bridge carrying 
the Silchar track, and the end of our river journey. 

It was the end of a dream. Already the outer world was 
near us, Silchar, and Imphal, where Nagas were an obscene 
joke, and the incredible beauty of the jungle meant nothing. 
There was this last camp, with the Kabuis of Kambiron, who, 
old friends of Jeffery’s, had moved down in a body seven 
miles and taken us to their hearts in a family picnic, but every 
moment was sharpened by its impermanence. And then the 
end came. The logs smoked out in the sunlight in the 
abandoned fire, the porters took their loads, the long file 
started, and the camp was left deserted under the trees. 

We returned by train up the Hill Section, which every- 
one in Silchar had been at pains to praise ; but it was dust 
and ashes after the cool Barak. The carriage was a grim and 
dusty coop. The few Nagas along the line were thin and 
dingy. For all I know, my future bodyguards sold me 
oranges at Mahur ; I cared for nothing, and slept, tired and 
liverish, all the way. By Christmas we were back in Imphal. 
Things would never be the same for me wherever I went. 
What Ukhrul had begun, the Barak had clinched. 

In April I was at sea and bound for London, with no idea 
that I should ever see India again. 
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ACK in England that following summer three things 
B happened which influenced events profoundly. Firstly, 

the photographs I had taken were far better than I had 
expected. I thought of them as snapshots, but when I brought 
them home they proved to be pictures of professional standard. 
Secondly, Mrs Southcott, a family friend, took an interest 
in them and me and introduced me to the Royal Geographical 
and Royal Central Asian Societies as well as to individual 
friends of hers, some of them anthropologists. Many of the 
people I met asked me if I were going back. I had made a 
start, so why not follow it up? That set me thinking seri- 
ously. It might be worth doing, there might even be a 
career in it, but at present I had neither money nor backing 
nor even a prospect of returning to Manipur. I needed an 
opportunity. 

Then the third thing happened. Our old friend Jeffery 
wrote to say he planned a last trip to the Barak before retiring. 
If I liked to find myself a chaperon and come along, I could 
join his party. 

Here was my chance, and it was up to me to use it. I 
should be going through country where very few people went 
and there was no point in travelling aimlessly and wasting 
time and films on casual pictures. I must concentrate on 
something, and as I was interested in the tribes the obvious 
field was anthropology. I knew nothing at all about it and 
I had no training, but I felt that there might be some worth- 
while work simple enough for a layman to tackle. So I 
wrote to Professor J. H. Hutton at Cambridge, to Professor 
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Hodson, to the Pitt-Rivers Museum at Oxford, and elsewhere, 
and I found that there was. Very little photography had been 
done in the Manipur hills, and there were many technical 
processes, brass-casting, weaving, pottery-making and the like, 
described by trained observers but not yet pictured. Good sets 
of still photographs illustrating these, or better, ciné-films, 
would be welcomed. 

-Autumn brought the Munich crisis but Chamberlain flew. 
At the end of October I was once more eastbound. I had my 
list of subjects, 1 had spent my savings on films. I had 
found I could lecture, I thought I could write, I could some- 
times take good pictures ; I knew I wanted adventure. There 
wasn’t a scrap of certainty that I should ever make anything 
of it, but I saw—which matters more at twenty-four—un- 
limited possibilities. 

The Barak trip over, I applied to the Political Agent for 
permission to go into the hills alone to do my anthropological 
photography. Leave was, after a delay, granted—a revolu- 
tionary step. 

Now that it had come the adventure was rather alarming. 
No institution was backing me ; I had no money except my 
allowance from home. My camp equipment was minimal 
and was borrowed, camp-bed, chair, table and bath, some 
forks, spoons and knives, a set of cooking-pots and a plastic 
picnic-set. I had some cheap cotton shirts and drill shorts, 
a warm sweater and a golf-jacket, and that was my camp 
wardrobe. For marching, and you had to walk every mile 
in the hills, I had Pathan-type sandals called chapplis and 
Army socks. I hardly spoke the language. I owned, and 
these were my only really good items, an almost new Leica 
and additional lenses, and a Bell and Howell ciné-camera, a 
Model E. It was all I wanted and I felt it was adequate. If 
I had not the skill to get results with that, then no patent 
tents or expensive extras would help me. The human element 
was what was going to count. 

Feeling very cold and small one January morning, I climbed 
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into a truck. My baggage was piled on behind and my 
servants were piled on top of it. We rolled off towards the 
foot of the hills and I was alone with my abilities. 

A month later, with the first few films and notes secured 
and the preliminary canters safely over, I left on my first 
real expedition—to Ukhrul, to Nungbi and the Tangkhul 
country. 

My companions were two. The first was my servant, 
Abung. He was a Kabui Naga; small, faithful, furry, and 
no cook, but he smoothed over more difficulties for me than 
ever I realized at the time. The other was a Manipuri com- 
pounder. A gentle, kindly soul, he was being sent with me 
by the new Civil Surgeon. 

In the drought of February, in a pillar of dust, we set out 
across the dry plain towards Yaingangpokpi and three days 
later reached Ukhrul. It lay on a long ridge at a height of six 
thousand feet, the square stone fort to the south, then the 
straggling Christian settlement, then the $.D.O.’s bungalow, 
which stood on a shelf on the eastern slope and commanded 
a superb view of the great peak of Sirohi; and lastly, some 
way along the ridge to the north, the three-hundred-house 
Naga village, its street descending in a series of stone-faced 
platforms, and its tall, bare genna-posts—barked tree-trunks 
set up to commemorate feasts—standing in clusters against the 
pale sky. The houses were timber-fronted with massive 
planks ; their shaggy, smoke-blackened porches overhung, 
and some, the houses of rich men, were partly roofed 
with wooden shingles and boasted house-horns on the 
gables. 

We halted a day in Ukhrul to refit and re-organize, and 
then, on the 13th, primed with advice from Mr Duncan, 
the S.D.O., I set out at last for the two Nungbi villages, 
Khulen and Khunao, marching through scattered pinewoods 
and over a carpet of red needles towards hills which showed 
green, brown and Madonna-blue in the rain-clear air. We 
camped that night at Nungbi Khunao, in grass and matting 
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huts through which a bitter wind swept, and next day I went 
to the village to take the pictures of pottery-making I had 
come to secure. 

Their situation near a bed of clay gave these two villages a 
local monopoly. Day after day in the cold weather one could 
see columns of smoke rising above the houses as the pots were 
fired, thin brown pillars climbing into the sky. 

The Tangkhul potter uses no wheel, nor does he, like the 
Manipuri, shape his pot on a board turned on his knee. In- 
stead, he gives the clay its first circular shape round a bamboo 
and then moulds the pot by hand. The workshop was the 
village street, with the villagers for audience. The potters 
stripped down their wine-red cloths to work, girding them 
round their waists like petticoats. First of all stones were 
brought in a basket, and one or two of them hammered to a 
fine powder. They crumbled easily, and in a few minutes 
were dust. Then the dust was mixed with half as much 
powdered clay, and enough water to make a firm, damp 
mass. This was pounded in a wooden trough till smooth 
and then divided into two parts. 

One was made into a flat, round cake for the base of the 
pot. The other was laid on a board and shaped into a long 
strip, three inches wide and perhaps an inch thick, which was 
beaten out to twice the length and half the thickness. The 
edges were trimmed and squared off with a bamboo knife, 
and it was ready. 

The potter fetched a section of giant bamboo. He rolled 
the strip of clay up round this, stood the whole upright on the 
clay base, shook the strip loose from the bamboo, which he 
removed, and coaxed the strip round to form a cylinder. 
Joining the ends, he worked it to the base ; and there it stood, 
a pot in embryo. The rest was but thinning and shaping. 
Round and round the pot he backed, patting, moulding, 
curving. The sides swelled, the neck contracted. He rolled 
two strips of clay in his hands, spitting to moisten them, and 
set them on as handles. A last smoothing ; he cut the pot 
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from its base; and there it was, rimmed and twin-handled, 
ready for the fire. The potters posed for a final picture, 
solemnly, their work before them, and all was done. 

Unexpectedly that night, in the dusk by the camp-fire, we 
found a new retainer. His name was Luikai. A small, grimy, 
snub-nosed Tangkhul, he had run himself into debt over his 
wife’s funeral. Either in ignorance or perversity, he had 
given the prescribed parts of the sacrifice to the wrong people, 
and had had to right the matter by doing the whole ceremony 
again. He wanted to come along with us to earn the money. 
Anxious, shivering in his tattered cloth, with the compounder 
as advocate, he waited the verdict. I took him on. He had 
the itch, unfortunately ; but then most Tangkhuls had. 

Then down from Nungbi we went, and away to the north, 
to the hills I had looked at so longingly the year before. It 
was like a dream now to be walking their rise and fall: the 
air of morning in one’s face, the mist clearing, the file of porters 
in front, the pad-pad of barefooted followers behind. Never 
had I known such exhilaration, such passionate happiness ; 
your loads up, your porters off, the mountains round you 
and the world ahead—can anyone twenty-four and adventur- 
ous ask for better ? 

The day’s routine was simple. With the first gleam of day- 
light through the hut walls, in came Abung with a cup of tea. 
Next we packed the kit and sent off the porters, the com- 
pounder and I staying back to hold a final dispensary. Our 
route lay well off the beaten track, and there was urgent 
need for it. With luck we were off by eight, but when we got 
in depended on the roadside villages, for we stopped to hold a 
dispensary session in each and seldom got off again in less 
than an hour. After medical aid, when confidence had been 
established, came photographs—sometimes posed, grave head- 
men against their house-fronts, to show the sweep of the 
Tangkhul haircut, the fine features ; sometimes unstudied, 
snatched at the right moment, a quick portrait of a laughing 
boy. When we reached the night’s camp there was a short 
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lull while we settled in, ate and rested ; and then there would 
be one long dispensary till dark or after. 

Photography was no strain. The actual dispensary work 
was not hard; but the rough conditions and the numbers 
who flocked to us made it so. The crowd of patients was 
generally marshalled by a headman, but it always pressed in 
as close to us as it could, a tight ring of bare, brown, unwashed 
bodies, all wriggling and jostling to be the next for attention. 
Scabies, worms and malaria were the chief troubles, but coughs 
and bronchitis ran them pretty close. Then there were septic 
wounds and ulcers, often of horrible size. There were minor 
operations—lancing abscesses and extracting teeth—and some- 
times a lady who had to take me aside and tell me all about it 
in Tangkhul before she could be coaxed along to the com- 
pounder. In wayside villages it was much the same, except 
that the medicines had to be set out on a bench, a woodstack, 
or the ground, and it was one long battle to keep the flies and 
dust off them. 

It was not that Manipur was unprovided with facilities. 
The Civil Hospital in Imphal was well-equipped for its size, 
improvements were added as funds allowed, and there were 
smaller hospitals at Ukhrul, Tamenglong and Mao. But there 
were no travelling dispensaries, and the rural areas went un- 
touched. In addition, the hillman’s conservatism, his fear of 
a hospital, his tendency, like a child’s, to cling to the familiar 
when things went wrong, all combined to keep him from the 
help available. But if it could be brought to him, then he 
was glad of it ; and, used in this way, a few plain drugs could 
relieve a disproportionate amount of suffering. 

From village to village, the stock of photographs growing, 
we crept on east and north. One camp I have cause to 
remember. 

We had passed the salt-wells at Mariem, where Tangkhuls 
were boiling brine in iron pans to make the flat cakes of earthy 
salt which the hillmen love, and we came at the end of a hot 
march to a group of rest-huts in a wood near Luchai. The 
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men’s shelters were dotted about in the shade under the trees. 
Mine, a big, plank-walled building, stood in the middle of 
them. When night fell and it was time to lock up, I found 
the crude wooden door had no latch or bar. It wouldn’t 
wedge, and when pushed to, merely swung open again. 

I leaned out and looked at the camp. The fire was down 
to ashes. The night was still and calm ; not a thing stirring, 
not a breath of wind ; we were even out of earshot of Luchai, 
the village. It was so quiet, so peaceful, that I could hear the 
breathing of the men asleep in the nearest huts. I left the 
door open and slept like a top. 

Next morning the camp was in a flutter. The porters had 
heard a tiger among the huts in the night. Round and round 
it had gone, and they had Jain listening. They were frantic 
to leave ; Abung was pop-eyed, and even the compounder 
uneasy. I alone was sceptical. Tigers aren’t common at that 
altitude in the cold weather ; and still less often—unless they 
are man-eaters, and we should have heard if there was one 
about—do they venture in among buildings and close to fires. 
But I asked Mr Duncan about it on the way down, a fortnight 
later, and learned that Luchai harboured a were-tiger, the son 
of a were-tiger, and of the most evil reputation possible. I 
remembered, vividly, that open door. 

Climbing round and over the shoulder of a great hill, we 
came, through fields and woodland, to Chingjaroi. 

It was an odd village. The site had once been occupied by 
a Tangkhul settlement, but this had been wiped out by raiding 
Kukis. Gradually, to the empty place, came emigrants from 
the surrounding tribes; a handful of Tangkhuls here, some 
quasi-Angamis there ; and their descendants, marrying, had 
fused the two into a unique community. They had their own 
village dialect, and the women spoke nothing else. The men, 
more travelled, were bi-lingual, speaking Tangkhul or Angami 
as well, and sometimes a little Manipuri, the lingua franca. 

There were three settlements in the group. The main one, 
Chingjaroi Khulen, had a hundred and fifty houses and ran in 
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steps and terraces down a southward slope. Behind it, at the 
back of the hill, the ground fell sheer ; and from the fringing 
wood one looked far down on rice-fields and little black 
blots of cattle nibbling among the stubble. High on the top 
of the ridge, the village dropping below it in a dark fan, stood 
the headman’s house. Great wooden barge-boards, prolonged 
into horns, edged the front gable ; one saw them sharp and 
black and curved against the turbulent spring sky. But 
dominant as the house was, it did not stand on the old tradi- 
tional site of his ancestors, the place reserved for the founder’s 
line. Had he occupied that, and taken on himself the full 
burden of ritual headmanship, he would have been bound by 
taboos of every kind, on washing, food, work, on every last 
part of his daily life ; and he was young and liked his creature 
comforts. He ruled, therefore, as a secular headman, an un- 
consecrated king, and, perched on another house-site with his 
gentle wife and fat, golden baby, ate, did and lived as he liked. 
An offshoot village, Chingjaroi Khunao, was two miles away 
down a pine-covered ridge ; and below that again was a small 
Christian settlement. 

It was a good centre, and we halted. The March winds 
had begun. We came in a gale, and throughout our stay the 
trees roared, the air was full of dust and flying leaves, and the 
draughts whistled ferociously through the cracks in the basha. 
Constant nagging had by now got Luikai fairly clean; but 
here some criticism of mine drove him down to bathe at the 
water-point in spite of the bitter wind. Next morning even 
the tea tasted of soap, but Luikai was three shades lighter. 
Treatment had reduced his scabies, and he had learned all kinds 
of odd jobs. When not on the march, he was washing, scrub- 
bing, chopping wood, or running about ona dozen other chores. 
He was hard-working and willing and Abung swore by him. 

Most of the time was spent in photography and dispensary 
work, clambering up and down the stepped village, through 
dust and corn-cobs, with camera, lenses and medicine-jappa. 
But I went one day to climb Chingjui hill. This, seven 
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thousand feet high, rose just behind us. The path up was 
almost vertical. Long out of use, it had to be re-cut for the 
expedition ; a second cutting-party, a dozen bucks armed with 
long, fishtailed Eastern Angami daos, accompanied us in case 
more cutting was needed. 

For a long time, in steamy heat and an aura of jungle mos- 
quitoes, I toiled up this green cliff with the others crawling 
respectfully after. Then, as we topped the ridge and met the 
view, I stopped short. Beyond the first, forested hills below 
us lay range on range and ridge on ridge, in endless shades of 
grey, as though the steep winter waves of the Channel had 
frozen suddenly ona vast scale. Featureless, cold and uncanny, 
they rolled on till they melted into the lowering sky, and 
where the two met was one snow-capped peak, standing out 
against the ominous unknown country in a blaze of white. 
It was Saramati. There was just the one glimpse of it, bright, 
unearthly ; and then the sun went, and the greyness swallowed 
it up. 

Aa Chingjaroi we bore back to the south. The elders 
said good-bye to us under the bare bauhinias at the ford. 
Their red blankets showed for a minute on the far slope, 
against the earth banks, the dry leaves and the wintry trees, 
as they turned back again up the hill; and we, crossing the 
river, set our faces to the Paowi climb. ‘Within the first few 
hundred yards I was aching with ‘flu. 

It'll be a long time before I forget that march, the endless 
road, the hill extending, apparently, like a telescope, with 
every foot I trod. I made it, but even in camp there was 
nothing much to be done. The drugs which might have been 
of use were all expended ; and I had to get better as best I 
could. 

There were lepers here. The compounder found one at 
the first dispensary. He was a young man, a buck in his 
twenties. Already the disease showed a little in his face, a 
thickening here, a coarse lumpiness at the lips. We were still 
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gap came hobbling a woman with a child of eight or so at her 
skirts. 

She too was a leper. Crude soles were tied to her feet 
with string ; the sores had developed there, and she could 
not walk barefoot. Even shod, she shuffled painfully. The 
little boy turned round, hugging his mother and laughing 
up at her, and we saw, in the sharp sunlight, the first patches 
of leprosy on his back. We sent them away. She would 
not go to the leper asylum at Kangpokpi; and there was 
nothing that we could do. 

Then we reached Ukhrul again. I still had “flu, but money 
and stores were short, and we could not halt a day. We 
turned to the west, and, arrived at Tuinem, stopped there a 
day to photograph Tangkhul weaving. 

Tuinem was a weaving centre. With the other Naga 
tribes, weaving is a universal industry. Each woman supplies 
her own household, and only specially-talented workers make 
cloths for sale. But with the Tangkhuls the trade is confined 
to half'a dozen villages, and these supply the whole tribal area. 
Nowhere have I seen such a concentration of textiles as there 
was at Tuinem—racks of blue and crimson cloths were airing 
outside every house ; skeins of dyed thread, red, white, black, 
orange, green and gold, were stretched to dry or lay beside 
the women as they worked. In every porch was a loom, 
with a cloth on it at one stage or another ; and all up the 
street of dark, smoky houses and sudden gleams of colour there 
were plum-trees in flower, the pink sprays arching over 
against a clear blue sky. 

It was almost over now. From Shongphel we marched 
down to the plain, the waiting lorry and Imphal ; and every 
step away from the hills was a separate pain. For the first 
time I had known responsibility, loneliness, worry and ex- 
haustion. I'd been revolted by wounds and filth, hampered 
by lack of the language, but nevertheless I was going back to 
it = it killed me. And I couldn’t have given one sane reason 
why. 
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SECOND ATTACK 
A WEEK later, fortified by experience and stocked up 


with medicines, we left again. But, on this trip, 

anthropology took second place. I had covered all 
the items on my list, and I went now partly for sheer adventure 
and partly because I knew the need for medical help in the 
remoter hills. | 

Our start was unpropitious and proved prophetic. It had 
been raining, and it was doubtful at first if the lorry could 
reach the end of the road. When, after many skids and 
alarums, it did, Abung the cook slipped and hurt himself on 
the bungalow path and my new compounder had a violent 
row with the caretaker over the state of his quarters. They 
really were very foul, and I had to lodge him in half the 
tiny house, to the loss of all my comfort. I had been warned, 
too, to keep an eye on the man. He was a tall and sullen 
Kuki, and not, the Civil Surgeon said, to be trusted ; I was 
to keep the medicines by me and issue them myself. I did 
not know, though, that he had twice been transferred for 
dishonesty, and was going out with me as a last chance to 
reform. Far from reforming, he set out to give all the trouble 
he could, and succeeded admirably. 

The next day we marched right through to Lambui, a 
matter of seventeen miles and very steep. At the top of 
Lambui hill, another of my servants, Luikai—who, a few 
days before, had asked to stay on, so that I had not engaged 
an alternative man in Imphal—suddenly said he wanted to 
quit and go home. He could have chosen no more incon- 
venient time or place to say it (I have since wondered whether 
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the compounder put him up to it) and I reached Lambui, 
in the blue, shadowy dusk, so furious that it startled even 
myself. But Abung, always a peacemaker, talked him round, 
and we reached Ukhrul much the same party as left it. A 
short halt ; and we pushed on to our old camp at Nungbi 
Khunao, where it was blowing as cold as ever in the huts. 

The last morning there broke warm and sunny. The light 
slanted in through the flimsy walls, spotting the floor and 
silhouetting the humped jappas. I reached for my tea while 
Abung, a pint-sized figure, poured water into the washing 
basin. The door closed behind him. I slipped out of bed. 
It was warm and windless ; I stripped my pyjamas and began 
to dress. 

The door flew suddenly open. There was a dazzle of light 
and a man came in. I cried out sharply—I was half-naked. 
I fell back, snatching at the nearest thing, a towel, and then 
saw that the man was the compounder. 

“Tm not dressed yet—please go away !” 

He took no notice. He didn’t even reply. His head 
averted—he conceded that—he slouched across the hut to the 
other corner. He reached the medicine-jappa ; removed the 
lid ; and, squatting down, began to unpack at leisure the fifty 
pounds of drugs. The door flopped open, and in came a 
flood of patients, pushing, unaware of the scene. 

I still didn’t grasp it. I thought he hadn’t heard. 

“What is it, please? Is it urgent? I want to dress. I'd 
rather you came back later.” 

The Tangkhuls saw me. Shocked and embarrassed, they 
stopped. But there sat the compounder, sullen and slow. 
His hands played with the medicines ; he lifted them up ; he 
looked at them; put them down. A cigarette hung on his 
lip. He didn’t trouble to remove it when he spoke, nor turn, 
nor apologize ; he jerked the words out backwards over his 
shoulder. 

“T want medicine.” 


Sitting there on my bed, half-covered, the Tangkhuls shuff- 
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ling uncomfortably and looking the other way, I understood. 
It was deliberate ; and quite deliberately he had brought in 
the Tangkhuls, to shame me just that much more. I found 
myself shaking. I jumped up and ran over to him. I told 
him, over and over again, to go. He rose, and walked out 
slowly. The Tangkhuls had gone. I slammed the door. 
Trembling, nearly crying, I crammed my clothes on. The 
camp was quiet outside. 

I sat on the bed till I felt better. Then I went out. 

The open space in front of the door was sunlit. In the 
middle of it was a heap of baggage, packed ; and squatting 
by it, the compounder. This was his moment of triumph. 
Shortly, and not looking at me, he complained to me that 
I had been rude, and proposed to return at once to Imphal. 

I contemplated his plan in silence. How thoroughly, how 
brutally, had the incident been engineered ; and what a mind 
had planned it! There was no other compounder. Here 
was an end of the trip to the north, an end to my photographs ; 
to the medical help we had promised the villages there, help 
they so much needed. At one stroke he had freed himself 
and ruined my enterprise, and that with as much humiliation 
and indecency as he could contrive in so short a space of 
time. And then I saw why he turned his face away. He 
couldn’t suppress, in his moment of victory, a triumphant 

rin. 
: It was that which did it. This grin was the last straw. 
All my personal considerations went like smoke. Come hell 
and high water, that compounder was going on and the hill- 
men would get their medicine. If it was the last thing I did, 
I was going to win this battle. There was one stroke on 
which I knew he was not counting. He had complained of 
my rudeness, therefore he required an apology—I let him have 
it, an exquisitely polite apology. 

It took the ground out from under him like a trap. He 
tried to recover ; but it was no use, I had him. My daimon 


had taken charge. My other self, small at a distance, heard 
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my own voice talking rings round him with alien fluency. 
When, half an hour later, we left for Chingngai, the next 
camp, I felt as though I had been wrung out like a dishcloth, 
but a black-sulky and disgruntled compounder was with us. 
Instead of following our previous route north we were 
moving parallel to it and one range to the east, and along 
the top of the ridge beyond us ran the Burma border. Among 
the people who came into camp was a Tangkhul girl from 
the Somra Tract. She wore huge crystal-disc earrings, so 
heavy that they had to be held by a hand of thread across 
the head or they would have torn the lobe. I tried to photo- 
graph her ; but the people here were wild and shy and ran 
from the camera. Here, too, Luikai and the porters picked 
up a rumour that the Tangkhuls of Somra village, just across 
the border, had killed two Manipuri traders recently and taken 
their heads, but we never found out whether this was true. 
The next stop was at the Kuki village of Paotong, where 
an old lady who came to get liniment was excessively friendly 
and tried to give me a chaw of tobacco as well as a string of 
revolting dried fish, and on the following day—the fifth out 
from Ukhrul—we reached Kharasom. This was the most 
northerly Tangkhul village. There were traces of Somra 
influence, and the genna-posts were tall, straight shafts with 
one side nicked in deep points, instead of the branched, barren 
trees which the Ukhrul Tangkhuls used. The porters were 
to go back from here, and I sat up till ten o’clock labouring 
over mail to go down with them. As I pored, who should 
appear but Abung, with a strange yellow object the general 
shape of a chef’s cap—a home-made loaf he had baked for 
me, because, he said, he thought I was looking depressed. 
At Nungbi we had collected another new follower. He 
was a tall Tangkhul called Chinaorang, and he was without 
exception the best porter I have ever known. As the now- 
clean Luikai had been polished by a brief training and was 
acting as house-servant, Chinaorang took over the medicine- 


Jappa ; and, once past the last village and given his head, he 
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would steam away over steep and level under a sixty-pound 
load, leave me panting behind him, and reach the camp three- 
quarters of an hour in front of everybody. His lean, angular 
body gave him an Ancient Egyptian look ; he had the broad 
shoulders and slim hips of a tomb-painting ; and he was 
the shining light of the spear-throwing contests we held on 
slack days in camp. He had, too, an unexpectedly romantic 
history. A poor villager, he had fallen in love with the 
daughter ofa rich family. But they disapproved, and married 
her off at once to a well-to-do youth in another village. The 
match was not a success. The lady sent over for help to 
Chinaorang, who did not fail her, and the resulting charge of 
wife-stealing cost him, when it came to court, a fine of 
Rs 100/-, which he was doing his utmost not to pay. But 
the wronged husband had been rather outspoken lately, and 
talked of complaining to the S.D.O., so Chinaorang, too, 
had joined us to make money. Whether the husband would 
ever see it was another story. 

We were to have halted at Kharasom; but at noon on 
our first rest-day, when the camp was festooned with washing 
and all the porters dispersed up the village, in came the Ching- 
jaroi headmen to say that there was an urgent case there and 
they needed help at once. Then ensued fearful confusion, 
but we were packed and off in an hour, and, half-running, 
half-walking the eight miles, reached the familiar camp in 
the early dusk. We now discovered what no one had thought 
to say before, that the patient lived in the Christian village, 
two miles further on; so leaving the rest of the party to 
settle in, the compounder and I and Chinaorang with the 
jappa pushed on down the spur. 

It was almost dark when we got there. The house stood 
tall and shut against a green twilight sky—green with a line 
of coppery-red over the hazy Manipur plain. The headman 
spoke at the door. It opened, and we stepped in. 

A fire burned in the middle of the oblong room inside ; by 
it sat a man, nursing a bundle ofrags. The rags whimpered ; 
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it wasa baby. A woman, her hair loose, left us to shut the 
door and went back to the hearth to stir a rice-pot. Clothes, 
hoes, baskets, gourds, all the soot-blackened odds and ends 
of a Naga household, were dumped and littered about in 
the untidy darkness. The heat was incredible—the air felt 
solid. Food, smoke, stale clothes, the dungy, dusty smell 
of the village, they were there; and added to them a reek 
of sweat and a sweetish, horrible odour. 

We asked for the patient. They pointed across to the far 
wall. 

She lay on a bed of rags. Her face and body were swollen, 
her skin a yellowish-grey. She levered herself off the bed 
when the headman spoke, and part-crawled, part-dragged 
herself to the fire for us to see her. The trouble was all too 
clear. She had had a difficult labour, and the villagers, mid- 
wives, with their gnarled and filthy paws and twisted nails 
caked with the dirt of years, had delivered the child by hand. 
The results were shocking ; and our resources were few. 

We did what we could. We worked for an hour. The 
firelight flickered and often died; the others, watching us, 
forgot to make it up. We used a flashlight, and held it by 
turns. The sharp smell of disinfectant thickened the mixed 
reeks in the air. Suddenly I found myself faint and sweating. 
I made a dash for the door. 

It was cold outside. The headmen and Chinaorang were 
squatting by the wall. Over them the night was clear, a 
pattern of stars; and down below was a procession of pine- 
tipped ridges, a landscape like a dim transparency. 

“Will she be all right?” asked the headman. She was 
his cousin. 

“ She'll be all right,” said I, and thought—What a lie. I 
went back in. 

The compounder was sitting waiting. It needed two pairs 
of hands. We were nearly finished ; we applied a dressing 
and drew the bandages firm. The syringe was lying sterilized 
in its little pan ; the compounder gave an injection ; the other 
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woman and I helped her back to bed. She was quite exhausted 
and pitiably ill. But she tried hard to give us no trouble; 
she turned her head, her face so swollen it was hardly human, 
and said something in thanks. Her thick black hair splayed 
out on the rag pillow. I had felt it over my arm—it was 
wet with sweat and harsh as a horse’s tail, and as full of tangles, 
I watched the other woman pull up the covers. We turned 
to go. The husband, nursing the baby, stared after us. His 
thin, Mongol face was sharp with misery. 

It is so difficult on these occasions to find words. One 
tends to speak with a crisp, professional assurance : 

“ That’s all for now—we'll come in the morning. Just a 
day or two now, and she'll be better.” 

The dark of the porch, with a pig snorting disturbed in its 
bed of chaff. The open street—cool, marvellous after the 
fetor inside. The compounder, stalking off in the dark to 
spend the night with his friend the pastor. Chinaorang, 
sitting to the jappa, pulling the strap over his head, hauled 
up by a friend, humping, adjusting his load, and looking 
round for the others. And then the torches—brought out 
from a house, the glare lighting the headman carrying them ; 
distributed, two, three, four, perhaps up to a dozen; the 
whole street bright, alive, flickering between the closed 
houses ; the dogs slinking on the edge of the glow, the rocks 
seen, the dust pitted and visible, the distance solidifying into 
a backcloth to our lit stage. We turned, the headmen leading, 
and set off in single file along the steep path to camp. 

There is no magic, no beauty, like that of pine-torches at 
night. The spirit-fed fakes at military tattoos are a mockery. 
We moved in a red cave of light, black darkness receding 
ahead and closing behind. The pine-trunks stood like pali- 
sades on either side of the road; the wind moved through 
the night over us and touched cold on our faces, and the Nagas’ 
long, crested shadows rippled along the needle-strewn ground. 
The torches burned with a rich, deep, smoky glare. The 
scent of burning resin came from them, pungent and nostril- 
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tingling. They dropped fat sparks and gobbets of fire on 
the road; the needles caught and smouldered till the men 
following stamped them out. Now lit, now silhouetted, the 
file moved ; the pattern, the ripe, red-orange luxuriance of 
colour, changing, deepening, shifting always—with every 
change a new picture, an aesthetic experience so deep as to 
make one catch the breath; so, in an hour’s journey, we 
reached the camp—and the transcendent gave place to the 
mundane, to chairs and lamps and an anxious Abung. 

At noon next day the compounder returned, looking 
haggard. The woman, he said, was better. He had given 
a second injection, and thought she might now pull through. 
But the Christian village was full of infant diarrhoea ; anxious 
parents had been pulling him out of bed all night to attend 
cases, and he had had no sleep at all. So saying, he went 
to bed in his hut. 

We stayed on a day or two, till our patient was out of 
danger, and then prepared to resume our tour as planned. 
But the compounder pointed out that we had exhausted most 
of our drugs, Chingjaroi having, as usual, a wealth of cases, 
and suggested he should go back to Imphal to fetch more. 
As we still had more than half the tour in front of us, this 
was the sensible course, and I agreed, though privately doubt- 
ing whether I should ever see the slippery brute again; so 
he turned south next day, while I marched back to Kharasom 
and the north. 
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BLACK MAGIC 


UR next stage on from Kharasom was to a village 
(ete Jessami, on the long tongue of Manipur which 

juts into Naga Hills. The moment the name was 
mentioned, the men showed an odd unease. One after 
another they came to me with undefined reasons why we 
shouldn’t go. But from no one—neither Abung, nor Luikai, 
nor Chinaorang, nor the Kharasom headman, who was reluct- 
ant to produce porters—could I get a clear statement of what 
was wrong. At last I said that if they could give me no 
reason against it, why, go we would; and we went. 

It proved an elusive place. The road wandered on and 
on and up and down through dusty, scrubby jungle. At one 
point a pinewood burned, and we ran the gauntlet through 
smoke and sparks, jumping smouldering logs. We came to 
a Kuki village, which held us up for an hour and a half while 
we ministered to all the ailments in Asia; and not until 
afternoon did we drop suddenly from the wooded ridge into 
fields, from fields to a firewood reserve, and through that, 
by a broad, worn path, to a camp at the Jessami village gate 
and a settlement which, seen through the gap in the palisade, 
seemed Eastern Angami. 

The old headman was ill, but his subordinates met us. The 
camp was excellent. There were ample supplies ; the elders 
were the soul of courtesy. Only the Tangkhul porters and 
my servants struck a discordant note. They shied from the 
rice-beer as though it were brewed from arsenic. They 
huddled in camp in a wild-eyed bunch, glancing over their 
shoulders each time a villager passed; they could hardly 
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have looked on the headmen with more terror had the old 
gentlemen worn horns, hoofs and tail. Had it not been so 
inexplicable their fear would have been comic. 

Next morning I held a lone-hand dispensary which was 
well-attended. At eleven o'clock I was reading in peace, 
when the door burst open. There was a surge of men, and 
the hut was suddenly full with Abung, Luikai, Chinaorang, 
and the whole body of porters. 

Never have I seen men in such a state of fright. Their 
eyes bulged. Nor was it easy—they were shaken to gibbering- 
point—to find out what was the matter. I got it at last from 
Abung. 

There was something in the gateway—something put there 
to harm us. He kept insisting it was jadu—black magic, that 
is, of the most unpleasant kind. I pushed past them and 
went out to the village gate. 

The others halted in the hut veranda. Abung, as my 
lieutenant, paddled after me. A few yards from the gate he 
stopped and pointed ; and there on the bank ahead, at the 
foot of the thin, tall hedge which formed the palisade, was a 
little bamboo basket. 

It sat there, small and harmless. I walked up to it to have 
a closer look. 

It wasn’t even a basket, really—a fragile, handled container 
of the simplest kind. In it was a white egg ; and laid on it, 
and tied to it with a scrap of thread, was a lint square which 
must have come from the morning’s dispensary, for it was 
smeared with ointment. I straightened up, and found I was 
alone with the thing. Abung had fallen back. Inside the 
gate, but at a very respectful distance, was a crowd of Jessami 
men, who watched me in silence. 

It was a nice dilemma. I knew nothing about Jessami’s 
sickness ceremonies. For all I knew it was a piece of innocent 
magic. On the other hand, the silent crowd suggested— 
there was a stillness, a waiting tension—that it was nothing 
so simple. I went back to Abung and asked, but he was 
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positive—this was jadu. I returned to the gate, then, and 
picked it up, and as I carried it back to the hut the porters 
retired before it as though it were an unexploded bomb. 

As I stood there with it, not at all sure what to do next, 
I saw, suddenly, one of the headmen. Unaware that things 
were wrong, he was peering into the empty cookhouse and 
searching, in a bewildered way, for the servants who should 
have been sitting there. I called him over. He came, 
astonished. I showed him the basket, and said: ‘‘ What’s 
this?” 

His eyes opened, his lips fell apart ; he turned a dull yellow. 
He threw out his hands and took a step backward. If ever 
I saw consternation, it was then. He stood there, his mouth 
was trembling ; he didn’t speak. 

“Jadu,” said Abung. The matter was clinched. 

The porters all began talking at once. They squashed in 
a mob round the headman. The bolder spirits of the Jessami 
crowd came up; they stuck their heads over the porters’ 
shoulders, the headman’s, any gap that came handy, talked 
in whispers, and peered at the basket and egg. I was still 
holding it out to him ; and he was staring at it as I should have 
looked at a severed head. I was tired of the thing. I forced 
it into his hand, keeping only the scrap of lint. Someone 
had been down to the dispensary to get that, with witchcraft 
in mind. It was the necessary physical connection, the link 
through which the curse could be directed. I burned it with 
ceremony, later. 

For a second the headman held the basket. The crowd was 
still. Then, as if suddenly discovering it to be red-hot, he 
thrust it into the hands of a small boy next to him. The 
small boy bore it away at arm’s length into the village ; and 
more in sorrow than in anger I told the headman, through 
Abung, what I thought of it all, and withdrew with dignity 
into my hut. Through the cracks in its wall I presently saw 
the headman turn from the door with the others after him, 
and they followed him into the cookhouse in a gabbling flock. 
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I heard afterwards that he wept for shame. They had tried 
so hard to welcome us, to have everything right ; and now 
this unknown witch ! 

For the rest of the day the Tangkhuls continued in a state 
of alarm and I in a huffed seclusion. The headmen, I think, 
were holding emergency meetings in the village. The very 
large cat was, of course, now out of the bag—Jessami was a 
nest of wizards; it was this that the Tangkhuls had been 
afraid to tell me. I thought perhaps they might bolt in the 
night, but morning broke, and. they were all still there. 
Abung regained his customary poise ; and presently in came 
the headmen, laden with peace-offerings—fowls, eggs, beer, 
rice and pumpkins—and made it clear that the basket was 
in no way whatever an insult from Jessami as a whole. They 
were, in fact, so genuinely distressed about it that by general 
consent we dropped the matter. The headmen and I behaved 
as though the painful incident had never happened; dis- 
pensaries and entertainments went on as usual ; and in a day 
or two not only did the Tangkhuls go into the village without 
me, where before they had moved as though gummed to my 
shadow, but drifted up at all hours, daylight or dark, to drink 
as much as they could of the Jessami rice-beer. Jessami them- 
selves, however, did not let the matter drop. I heard later 
that, unable to find the culprit, they held a public cursing to 
cause his death—which, Nagas being what they are, it almost 
certainly did. 

We were still at Jessami when the compounder returned, 
which he did after an unexpectedly quick journey—expedited, 
perhaps, by a Civil Surgeon who knew him. After a day or 
two longer, to give Jessami the benefit of the new supplies, 
we turned back to the south and trailed laboriously once more 
along the ridge to Kharasom. When, tired and hungry, we 
came out of the woods to it, we found the village shut and 
barred against us. When a headman was at last produced to 
parley, we heard that smallpox had broken out at Lai-yi, our 
next halt, and that every village for miles had closed its gates. 
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Day after day Lai-yi had sent messengers to know if we were 
back ; and, when Kharasom drove them away, they left a 
scrawled letter begging us to come and save them. 

The compounder and I held a hurried conference in the 
still half-unpacked camp. We checked up on the party’s 
vaccinations. Only he and I were safe; of the others, not 
one could enter the danger-zone. But even if he and I were 
to go alone, we still had no lymph or lancets. The only 
thing we could do for Lai-yi was to send for help. 

The shortest road to Imphal lay through the infected area. 
That meant sending round through Ukhrul, a matter of eighty 
miles. But it couldn’t be helped; it was the only chance. 
We picked the youngest and best of the Tangkhuls. A note 
was scribbled, and he left that night. 

The Duncans at Ukhrul forwarded it by a fresh runner. 
It reached Imphal the evening of the second day. The Civil 
Surgeon immediately despatched a relief-party, which got to 
Lai-yi on the fourth day after my letter was written. But, 
quick as they were, short as the time was, there had still been 
thirty deaths. Yet there are people opposed to vaccination. 
How many of them, I wonder, have seen a smallpox outbreak ? 

Our message despatched, it remained to consider our own 
plans. It was inadvisable to stay where we were. There 
was risk of infection to Kharasom, should Lai-yi send over 
to call us again; they were on tenterhooks to be rid of us. 
Did we delay, we should get no porters ahead. There’s 
nothing shuts up an area like an epidemic. We therefore 
decided to move slowly south, through the villages west of 
Paowi, where there was need for medical work but where 
we should be within call if the Lai-yi rescue squad needed us. 
So south we went ; and the next evening we were with our 
old friends at Chingjaroi. 

We asked for our woman patient. Oh, yes, they said, she 
was better. We went to call. 

The house looked smaller by daylight, and shabbier, too. 
It had lost its sinister tinge ; the weather-worn planks and 
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bleached grey thatch were homely and humble. We rapped 
at the closed door. 

It was opened by a pink-cheeked young woman, who stood 
in confusion at the sight of us all. Her hair was down, she 
was holding the baby—the mother’s help, surprised at her 
morning chores. We asked for the convalescent and made 
to go in. 

The girl protested. 

‘* But isn’t she here ?” we said. 

Then everyone talked at once. There was a chaos of 
tongues, misunderstanding in four languages. The headman 
came up. He thrust himself into the group, and when the 
compounder had finished— 

“But this is the one,” he said. 

There was a deathly silence. We stared so hard that she 
blushed. 

The ten days’ change was staggering—from a shapeless, 
swollen, half-conscious figure, to this robust young mother ; 
shapely, comely, plump, as though she’d never been ill a day. 
Embarrassed, she nursed the child, and laughed. 

“TI think,” said the compounder, “‘it is with the help of 
God.” 

I thought he was just about right. 

From our old camp at Paowi we turned westward and 
scrambled up and down Naga paths in wild spring weather 
which grew steadily worse, and from that moment things 
began to go wrong. We arrived at Huimi soaked to the 
skin, Luikai paddling along at my heels with his cloth over 
his head, and we were not even settled in when Chinaorang 
reported sick with fever and an infected cut on his leg. We 
decided to turn back, then, instead of going on to the south 
and west, and, cutting up over the hills to the Ukhrul-Ching- 
Jaroi road, strike it at a camp known to exist at Phungam. 

Next day we climbed up through the misty forests and 
over the range. Chinaorang was still lame, the men had 
coughs and chills, and Luikai, glooming along behind me, was 
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prophesying pneumonia for everybody. When at last we 
descended shivering on the promised haven, we found, not 
the sound huts for which we longed, but a half-derelict camp 
looming up through wet mist, a wild, gusty wind driving 
the clouds past, and thatched roofs which leaked on the pitted 
earth floors. The villagers were not expecting us, so it was 
not their fault ; but when at last we secured some firewood, 
it was soaking wet, and the fires smoked as only Naga fires 
can, with acrid persistence; there was hardly a dry space 
large enough to hold the camp-bed and we went round and 
round the hut with it, defeated by drips at every place where 
we tried to put it down, and to top all off, a violent thunder- 
storm blew up and removed with one roaring blast the mats 
we had laboriously spread over the leaks in the roof. With 
one accord we all gave up the struggle and went dumbly to 
bed. 

We halted next day in only slightly improved conditions 
and then pushed forward to Huining, the weather, thank 
goodness, clearing as we went, and the men’s spirits picking 
up with it. It was now mid-April, and between storms the 
country steamed with a threat of the heat to come. I had 
meant to go on to Ukhrul, but the bungalow there was 
booked ; so I made a day’s excursion in to say goodbye to 
the kindly Duncans, and then turned homewards direct from 
Huining. 

There was no through road from there to Tuinem, but a 
complex of field-paths could be made to bring us there. At 
first it was fairly plain sailing along paths leading to the 
cultivation, but presently these began to subdivide—China- 
orang breaking down a green frond at each fork to guide the 
stragglers—and grew less trodden, and before long we had lost 
the path altogether and were scrambling down a great sweep 
of hillside by the banks of the water-channels and wet-rice 
terraces. At last our zigzag and precarious course brought 
us out in the valley bottom, and we teetered along the narrow 
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I brought up short. There was no bridge. In the middle 
of the deep, brown water was a row of stepping-stones, round, 
wet, water-polished, and a yard apart. With a jump I reached 
the first one, and stuck there, wobbling. 

On the bank behind me, Abung shouted directions. Luikai 
clucked. The porters spread out, jabbering. And at that 
moment, a Tangkhul in a field-gang on the far side downed 
his hoe and ran to my assistance. He darted down the steep 
bank and into the water. He waded the stream, the water 
swirling round his lean thighs. Straight from his work, he 
was mud-stained and stark naked. He caught my hand. 
Slowly, from rock to rock, he took me over, and I clung to 
him thankfully. 

Behind me I could hear the loud guffaws of Abung, while 
the school-trained Luikai blushed. 

We all reached Tuinem late, tired and hot. The com- 
pounder lost his way entirely and turned up hours later 
from some village quite off the route. He celebrated his 
arrival by a row with his porter, but I was too tired to care. 
What with the marching, and the long dispensaries, and the 
unending struggle with him—he never left an unpleasant 
remark unsaid—I was worn out. The only course was to 
go home now and refit, use the material I had, and return 
again in the autumn to try for more. 

As a final touch, the Kuki watchman at Shongphel rest- 
house was drunk and fought the men. The next night we 
were in Imphal. My three months of paradise were over. 

From a lorry bouncing along the road to the railway I 
watched the landmarks passing one by one—Maram village 
on its high hill, the windy pass at Mao, neat Kohima. Then 
the road swept downwards and on, to the heat, to the plains, 
to the docks, and to England. 
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CHANGE OF COURSE 
" RRIVED home in 1939 I at once laid plans to return 


in order to continue work amongst the Nagas. At 

first everything went swimmingly. My photographs 
were the best I had ever taken, and as a programme for the 
winter took shape it looked as though I might really be able 
to achieve something even if it did mean a big outlay in film 
stock, fares and camp equipment. But the moment my pass- 
age was booked and it all seemed settled, luck turned. From 
then on, the more the kit and the films piled up, the less and 
less chance there was that I should ever use them. On one 
hand, things at home had gone as wrong as they could; 
and on the other, if there wasn’t war in the autumn, it would 
be a miracle. Between the two it was a grim summer. By 
the end of August they were cancelling sailings. My booking 
was twice switched. At last, at dawn on the day I was due 
to sail, we were called to ambulance-stations, and I cancelled 
my berth and sat down to wait for the blitz, quite certain 
that I had seen the last of Assam and the Naga hills. 

On a grey day three months later I sailed after all. All 
the way out and across India, I still couldn’t believe my luck ; 
but there at last was the Manipur Road platform, the back- 
cloth of forest, the familiar rest-house. I walked on air up 
the path. It was unbelievable, it was true—I was there. 

Half-way to the bungalow the watchman met me with a 
letter. Still in a daze, I opened it, and pulled out a pass for 
the road and a letter from the Political Agent, whose last 
line brought me up all standing. He regretted that this time 
it would be impossible for me to tour the hills. 
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It was the final blow. Fate couldn’t have found a better 
place nor a more cruel time to deliver it. 

I hadn’t realized before that a shock of this kind could stun 
one physically. I remember almost nothing of the next 
twenty-four hours. I made my way up to Imphal, though, 
and saw the Political Agent. He was not unkind; but he 
would not change his decision. 

It was evening when I left the Residency. I had never 
been in such a state before. I daren’t go back to my quarters. 
I walked and walked. It turned dusk, and then dark. I 
still went on, round and round cantonments. I passed the 
bungalows, the homes of lucky people with careers laid down. 
I walked till I was exhausted, till I was too tired to think, too 
tired to do anything but sleep. Tomorrow was another day. 
I'd worry about it when it came. 

The breakdown lasted about a fortnight. Following as it 
did on the long strain of the summer, it was a bad patch, 
much worse than I dared tell anyone. But I had just enough 
sense left to keep control. I put away or locked up anything 
which could be of danger in a fit of depression. I rented 
the small Forest Bungalow, I shopped, I furnished it ; collected 
a staff, learned Manipuri, clung to anything, everything, all 
the small, fussy chores of daily life. It was a giddy path. 
The holds were so small; one clung by a hand, a finger. I 
kept away from the rest of the station. They didn’t know, 
and, at the worst time, the least rough touch would have 
meant disaster. 

And then, in the very middle of it all, came the dog Khamba. 

Luikai, one of my servants, was back, and hard on his heels 
had come a pockmarked Tangkhul friend selling dogs in the 
Naga market. He called on me to know if I needed one. 
I told him No; but he came back an hour later, and behind 
him, at the end of a chewed string, rolled a fat, soft, fubsy, 
solemn toy, black-and-white like a giant panda. It fell over 
its own feet and sat down; and it was mine for a rupee. 

With that, not a dog but a personality entered the house- 
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hold. He was, it is true, a hound of the old, true Naga breed ; 
big, massive beasts resembling Chows. But nobody could 
have confused Khamba with a mere canine. His independ- 
ence, his dignity, alone marked him as apart. By the time 
he was full-grown he knew exactly where he came in the 
household ; directly after me, but above the men, whom he 
treated always with an affectionate courtesy. He never 
fawned. Caresses he asked for when he wanted them, took, 
and departed. His life was lived in parallel with mine, 
together, but apart, as bachelor friends might share the same 
house. Yet he had, all the same, a sentimental and tender 
nature. He and I were deeply attached. Despite our one or 
two disagreements (such as over the question of the village 
goats), each went to the other for comfort in adversity, and 
his arrival did much to cheer me at this particular time. 


In January I went to Shillong to see Mr J. P. Mills, then 
Governor’s Secretary and Director of Ethnography in Assam. 
He was extremely helpful, proposing a whole list of alternative 
fields. Hope sprang again, but my heart was still with the 
Nagas, and the name on his list which caught my eye was 
that of North Cachar, the district immediately west of 
Manipur. 

I had already read Soppitt’s monograph on the Zemi Nagas. 
They were, one supposed, the same sad, shabby lot we had 
seen in 1938 along the railway. But they were akin to the 
Kabui, a tribe I had hoped to study and had seen ; such notes 
as I had on the latter would be of use. Besides, the district 
was large and of great interest. There were other tribes, 
and archeological remains which were well worth seeing. 
So North Cachar it was; and a month later I was on my 
way there up the Hill Section, with a Tangkhul staff and a 
wildly-excited Khamba. 

The S.D.O. met me at Haflong Hill, the railway halk, and 
we climbed to the town above. 

It was a pretty, park-like semi-hill station, on a ridge round 
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which the railway ran in a great loop. It was the administra- 
tive centre of the subdivision. It held, too, a small railway 
colony, and had at one time been a resort for the Cachar 
planters. But the new road to Shillong had killed it, and the 
Club and the bungalows were decaying away. The lay-out 
was lovely. Slopes dotted with pines and oaks surrounded 
a winding lake. The only roads were footpaths, lined with 
flowering trees; and in the small bazaar, two old, grey 
Kachari statues, small-waisted, staring-eyed, looked out from 
under a vast rubber-tree. 

The subdivision whose centre it was linked mountains to 
plateaux, the Naga Hills and Manipur to Jowai and Shillong. 
Haflong itself stood just where the two types joined. To 
the east of it towered the high Barail; to the west were 
grassy hills, the so-called Western Plateau, which merged into 
the tablelands of Jowai next door. 

The Kacharis were the district’s major tribe. Once the 
rulers of the Assam Valley, the Ahoms had driven them from 
their capital at Dimapur in the sixteenth century. Re- 
established at Maibong, they had, two centuries later, been 
driven from that too and down into the surrounding plains. 
There their ancient kingdom had become extinct, but here, 
in the lowlands, the northern foothills and the main valleys, 
a considerable section of them survived, and with it much, 
in language, tradition and costume, which had been lost 
elsewhere. Then there were the Zemi Nagas, who lived 
chiefly in the Barail, but had a few villages round Haflong 
and on the plateau beyond. There were Mikirs in the 
northern forests ; and almost throughout the area, except for 
the lowest ground, there were scattered Kukis—Rangkhols, 
Bietes and Khelmas on the plateau, and Thadous and Chong- 
sens among the Zemi on the Barail. 

Its history was stormy and brief. The first inhabitants 
were an aboriginal jungle race, whom the invading Kacharis 
wiped out. Then came the Zemi, migrating down the Barail 
Range from the north-east. They found the Kacharis 
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ensconced at Maibong, and, settling in the mountains south 
of it, lived for many years under Kachari suzerainty. 

At last the Kachari kingdom fell. The warlike Angami 
Nagas, who had come to power since the Naga migration, 
raided the Zemi constantly and exacted tribute. Before their 
pressure the weaker Zemi villages of the north and east moved 
westward, passing through the crowded Barail and colonizing 
the rolling hills beyond the Diyung valley. They still spoke 
the Zemi dialect of Naga Hills, and not that of the earlier 
Barail settlers. Then from the south came Kuki immigrants, 
the first fringe of a great wave, and, filtering through the 
Zemi, squatted wherever they could on the closely-populated 
land. Kachari and Manipuri chieftains disputed the overlord- 
ship, but the hillmen acknowledged neither ; and during the 
nineteenth century they were gradually brought under British 
tule. Since then there had been but two major disturbances. 
Both, however, coloured local politics yet. One was the 
Kuki rising of 1918; the other the Naga troubles of ’31. 

The key to both lay in shortage of land. Though the 
area involved was large, it was immensely steep, and only a 
very little of it could be cultivated. Within a few years of 
the Kukis’ coming the pinch was felt by both tribes. Intense 
rivalry arose between them for the means of subsistence, and 
under administration the matter could not be resolved by war. 

In 1918 the Kukis rebelled. Though their revolt was prim- 
arily against the British Government, they took the chance, 
while the hills were out of control, of paying off old scores 
against the neighbouring Nagas. When, therefore, some ten 
years later the Kacha Nagas—the Kabui, Zemi and Lyengmi 
—grew restive in their turn, their grudges against the Kukis 
were many and deep. They planned, and were only just 
prevented from carrying out, a general massacre of Kukis ; 
and when the Government intervened, their hostility was 
extended to it as being on the side of the enemy. There had 
thus been a reversal of roles. In 1918 the Nagas assisted the 
troops against the rebel Kukis. They had taken heads, too, 
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on their own account. There were at least five Zemi who 
wore headhunter’s ornaments, the victim’s tresses in the ears 
and the shield tufted with human hair, on a Kuki score. In 
1931 the Kukis, now apparently loyal, were, not without zest, 
aiding the British power against the Kacha Nagas. But, in 
1940, while the Kuki movement appeared to be quite dead 
(in actual fact it was not), that of the Kacha Nagas still 
smouldered. The Kabui were quiescent, as were the Lyeng, 
but the Zemi were, with reason, regarded as disaffected. Only 
a few years earlier officers had toured their territory with 
armed escorts, and search there still continued for wanted 
men. 

The Kacha Naga movement was odd and interesting. It 
began at Kambiron. 

For generations there had been a prophecy that one day 
a Naga king would arise, drive out the British, and rule over 
“all who eat from the wooden platter ’—that is, all Naga 
tribes. In 1929 a seer of Kambiron, a man named Jadonang, 
proclaimed himself the promised Messiah. He conceived and 
founded a new religion—a blend of Hinduism and Christianity, 
grafted on to a Naga Animist stock—but, though the authori- 
ties heard early of his activities, he was not breaking the law. 
They let him be. 

About that date or soon after four Manipuri traders dis- 
appeared on a trip to Silchar. Inquiry found no trace of 
them. A year passed; and some bucks from Kambiron 
went to a feast in neighbouring Kekru. 

In the course of the feast there was a drunken quarrel. A 
Kambiron buck, in a frenzy of rage, shook his full-dress cloth 
at a Kekru rival, and shouted out: “ Be quiet, you !—or 
Pll do to you as I did to the Manipuris !” 

The onlookers saw that his cloth was tufted with human 
hair. 

When the Political Agent and the S.D.O. arrived at Kam- 
biron, the buck, sobered and frightened, had burned his cloth. 
But they dug up from the village outskirts other evidence, 
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which, if not by that time directly identifiable with the 
Manipuris, was eloquent of foul play; and they recovered 
from the village cloths, pots and other relics which were more 
certainly theirs. They found enough, in fact, to hang Jado- 
nang for murder by human sacrifice, and to jail for several 
years the bucks who had done the butchery for him. But, 
when all was done, when they had wrecked his temples and 
shot his sacred python, there still remained his disciple and 
priestess—a sixteen-year-old Kabui girl called Gaidiliu. 

Now what the two officials did not know fully then was 
that Jadonang and Gaidiliu had been worshipped as Gods for 
the last two years. They had amassed an enormous amount 
of tribute ; and they had secured the allegiance of all the 
Kacha Nagas by proclaiming the Naga Kingdom and threaten- 
ing to cast out all who refused to pay and conform. Their 
programme was an attractive one, the very blue-print of a 
Naga heaven—the millenium was at hand, the faithful were 
to spend everything in one stupendous feast, massacre the Kukis 
and live in plenty ever after on their Gods’ miraculous bounty ; 
and cash and convertscamerollingin. So, too, did every crook 
and gangster in the three tribes, and the girl who faced the 
Political Agent that day was not only the figurehead of as 
pretty a mob as ever graced Chicago, but was herself the hub 
of a money-spinning God-racket. The Agent sent her home, 
as too young to jail. She made an immediate dash for the 
north, her gang and the faithful, and a few days later the 
whole Kacha Naga country was alight. 

There then ensued something almost comparable to the 
hunt for Prince Charlie. 

Troops were sent out to all the three districts in which the 
Kacha Naga country fell—Manipur, Naga Hills and North 
Cachar. Outposts were set at strategic points ; searches were 
instituted ; patrols went out ; and local movement between 
villages was sternly restricted. But Gaidiliu, piloted by her 
North Cachar agent, Masang of Kepelo, remained at large. 
The bulk of the Zemi were on her side, and those who were 
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not were afraid to speak. The country was a warren of game- 
trails, field-tracks, paths, caves, forests and ravines. Every 
settlement had its own private ways, its back entrances revealed 
to none, its secret hide-outs. Abetting villages signalled, by 
beacon, the movements of patrols. She came and went like 
a ghost. To make things worse, she was often present only 
in spirit, and panting sepoys, sent out on the best information, 
found Nagas dancing solemnly before an empty throne. To 
crown it all, she was—on the principle of “‘ darkest below 
the lamp ”—concealed for three months within sight of the 
outpost at Hangrum. The village sent out to worship her 
every day ; and when she left she told Hangrum that they 
could attack the outpost without getting hurt. She had, she 
said, bewitched the sepoys’ rifles. Their bullets were water ; 
they would not kill. 

It would be interesting to know now whether she really 
believed in her own powers. At any rate, Hangrum (who 
could, had they been attacking rationally, have crept up by 
night through the dead ground and rushed the outpost easily) 
made a massed charge, in daylight, down the only slope on 
which the sepoys commanded a field of fire. It will always be 
a mystery to those who know the place why three times the 
number were not killed. When the first volley, fired over 
their heads, brought them howling on, encouraged, the next 
was sent into them at thirty yards’ range ; with the obvious 
consequences. 

Meantime the Gaidiliu movement went merrily on. Wher- 
ever she went there were agents to support the racket. They 
sold “ Gaidiliu water”? at Rs 10/— the bottle—one draught, 
and you'd never be ill again—though the contents were 
drawn straight from the Thingje village pond! They did 
her patent infallible magic ceremonies for the sick faithful, 
for a large fee and their dinner ; they collected tribute on her 
behalf and took commission ; and above all, they took great 
care that she stayed at large. When the ordinary villager 
grew tired of it—and it was he who was being harried and 
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worried and fined by an angry and pursuing Government 
—they took care of him, too; and when a few dissenters 
had been found dead it was harder than ever for officers to 
gather information. But it had to stop one day ; and it did, 

She had just reached the edge of the Angami country, and 
there was a risk that the powerful villages round Khonoma 
might become involved. At that point, the Kuki caretaker 
of Lakema rest-house heard of her whereabouts and passed 
the news on to the Deputy Commissioner at Kohima—at that 
time Mr Mills. To defeat the spies she was known to have 
in Kohima bazaar, a false expedition went off by day, in a 
blaze of glory, and in the wrong direction ; and the real one 
left at dusk, unnoticed, on a thirty-mile night march. 

They found her sentries drunk, for, primed with wrong 
information, everyone had been celebrating their supposed 
security. The sepoys swarmed over the palisade and sur- 
rounded her house, but when she began to shriek spells and 
call on her bodyguard to resist, the men who composed it 
perhaps remembered Hangrum; for they laid down their 
spears and surrendered, and it was left for the sepoys to go 
in and pull her out, screaming, scratching and kicking and 
inflicting the only casualty on the expedition by biting a Naik 
severely in the thumb. A few hours later she was telling 
Mills that it was very hard work being a goddess—people 
wanted to worship her night and day, and she never had 
time for a bath. So she had her bath, in the rest-house, with 
sentries at every exit; and the goddess, queen and terror of 
the Kacha Nagas, the elusive sorceress, the evasive divinity, 
went off to Manipur and trial—and a sentence of fourteen 
years for abetment of murder. 

But it wasn’t quite over yet. Her intimates had escaped 
the raid—Masang, Ghumeo and Dikheo, to name but three 
—and one night Dikheo, with thirteen others of whom Masang 
was one, went to take revenge on the Lakema caretaker. 
They didn’t find him, as he had gone to Kohima to collect 
his pay ; but they found his wife and children in the rest-house 
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lines. They strangled them all and then set fire to the 
house. 

When I reached Haflong eight years later only Dikheo was 
still at large. Ghumeo had been captured; Masang had 
done six months and had been released. But before Gaidiliu 
was arrested she had told Masang and the rest that even if 
she were caught it would not matter ; the Government would 
imprison only her simulacrum and her real and divine self 
would be safe elsewhere, to return in the course of time in 
such a shape that her enemies would never know her and 
only the faithful could recognize her. Masang had not for- 
gotten. After all those years he was still looking for her 
reincarnation. 

I didn’t know it at the time, but he found it in me. 
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HE few Zemi who hung round the bazaar were 

shabbier, even, than anything on the line—dirty, 

draggled, huddled up in whole ragbags of cast-off 
European clothing, and opium-eaters for the most part. 
The real Zemi were those in the Barail, and it was decided 
that I should go out there with the $.D.O. as soon as it could 
be arranged. The start was delayed for a day or two by 
rain, and in the interval two Zemi from the Barail came in 
and gave me a new idea of what I was to meet. One was 
Gumtuing of Nenglo; the other Masang of Kepelo. 

Gumtuing walked round the corner of the bungalow one 
morning with a bottle of rice-beer in one hand and a fowl 
in the other, his headman’s scarlet blanket slung round him 
and a red hibiscus in his ear. From head to heel, from kilt 
to haircut, he was of the very Barak. If these were the 
Nagas I was to work among, I was in clover ! 

Masang appeared a day or two later. He too was swathed 
in a scarlet blanket. He had been made a wet-rice demon- 
strator in the hope of winning him to the Government side. 
Where Gumtuing was tall, Masang was short and deep- 
chested. His thick black hair was cut in a page-boy bob. 
His little sharp eyes were never still. They flickered cease- 
lessly, alert and wary; he missed nothing. In front of 
strangers he wore a silly grin and clowned continually. It 
was a clever disguise. He was a cunning devil, was Masang, 
as clever a ruffian as they come—and yet I never quite made 
him out, right to the very end. There was something in 
him that was not wholly the villain. 
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We left Haflong at last on March 4th, tramped down a 
half-made road to the station, and took train up the line to 
Mahur. Here the Haflong-Kohima bridle-path came out on 
the railway and there was a wayside halt, with the high, 
black, forested Barail towering wall-like over it. Beyond the 
tracks was a little muddy bazaar, a stream, and a midget 
rest-house, with the lowest doorways I have ever met. Next 
morning we struck off along the north face of the range by 
an easy contour-road ; and, after a detour or two to visit 
villages, we came to our first halt at Asalu. 

It was a pleasant camp in park-land, with the site of an 
old headquarters station on the spur beyond. A wood like 
a Hampshire beech-hanger hid the village ; and in it, thirty 
or so houses, whose steep-pitched roofs jutted in front as 
porches and sloped away behind, faced on to an irregular 
street of bare earth dotted with large, flat gravestones. There 
were two morungs, or “ bachelors’ halls”, each three times 
the size of a private house, and their huge front rooms served 
as clubs and dormitories for the men and youths. Small 
granaries on stilts and patches of fenced garden were scattered 
about on the village outskirts. Stray fruit-trees, plum and 
pomegranate, grew at the wood’s edge. Beyond the houses, 
whose thatch was weathered to silver-grey, one saw the dim 
blue distances of the low ground. 

The temporary interpreter the $.D.O. had found for me in 
Haflong was of little use. The chance came here to replace 
him by an ex-Government servant, a Zemi named Namkiabu- 
ing, who had lately resigned and lived now in a village a mile 
away. A man in his thirties, muscular, well-made, tall for a 
Zemi, he looked intelligent and capable. He didn’t seem 
particularly keen on the job; but the S.D.O.’s orders were 
orders; he took over the red cloth of office and went to 
collect his things, and next morning we picked him up at his 
home at Impoi, a little way up the hill. 

The road was now a rocky shelf along the face of the Barail. 
It climbed and climbed through tall-trunked mountain forest, 
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till the trees thinned and gave way to scrub and old fields and 
we crossed a pass at some 4000 feet. Then close on our 
right rose Thumjang Klang, the highest peak in the district ; 
and from it, and from the main range running on to the left, 
ridges stretched southward like teeth from a comb and cut the 
country into parallel valleys—first the steep cleft of the Jenam 
before us, then the still steeper one of the Jiri, then the Makru, 
then the Barak, and so on all the way to the Imphal plain, and 
from the pass we could see the intervening ridges, dark and 
whale-backed, shouldering one behind the other along the 
skyline. 7 

Normally we should have stayed at the Laisong rest-house, 
where the foot-track crossed the Jenam river. But, for my 
benefit, we were to camp at Laisong village itself. 

We were still in the grassy foothills and half a mile from 
the stream when a path came up from below, met the track 
at right angles, and vanished up a steep hill on the left. We 
followed it. For three or four hundred yards we climbed 
precipitously, at first towards the foot of a line of crags, and 
next along below them; and then we saw the jutting roofs 
of the village morungs above the surrounding copse. The 
path widened; we passed a stone sitting-platform, and 
entered the wood; and then we debouched into the head 
of the village street by a side-alley littered with chaff, dung, 
refuse and all the storm-washings of the ground above it. 

Laisong was a village of perhaps eighty houses. It stood on 
a spur which sloped from the main range. In the middle of 
the rocky street there was a widening into an open space— 
not a square, it was too irregular for that, but a space where 
stood two huge wooden water-troughs, like dugout canoes, 
each fed by a bamboo pipeline from springs on the hill behind, 
the sacred jumping-stone, the hazoa, beside which heads 
taken in war were buried, and the long mound of earth where 
the jumpers landed. The two morungs stood one at each 
entrance to this space, as though guarding it, and from the 
head of it one looked away to the east past cliffs and over 
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vast, airy gulfs to a valley flanked by tremendous fells. At 
the head of the valley was a pass, a deep U scooped in the 
mountains, and framed in the gap was a far-distant, rock- 
ribbed giant of a peak, a monstrous wall blued and made soft 
by atmosphere. 

Beyond the lower morungs the street dropped steeply, the 
houses ended, and the path forked. One branch fell away 
through a stone-walled gateway and disappeared down the 
cliff ; the other climbed up the round hummock which ended 
the spur. Here, frail and contemptible among all those 
immense summits and sweeping, blue-shadowed chasms, was 
the little thatched camp which had been built for us. The 
place was an eyrie, a castle rock. On the south and east its 
sides fell sheer in grassy cliffs; on the north was a wooded 
ravine ; and the Jenam itself, a streak of water among rocks, 
wound round the foot of the hill eight hundred feet below 
the barren top. Enormous hills, cragged, tree-sprinkled, 
yellow with sunbleached grass and capped with black forest, 
loomed. over it on three sides and from across the valley ; 
but to the south it overlooked an open green basin, through 
which the Jenam wound, a shimmer of light between bamboos 
and reed-beds, before it disappeared again into a maze of 
spurs. 

There was to be a mass gathering of the Zemi here, with a 
feast and dance at which they and I might meet one another. 
By the second day the headmen and their dance-teams were 
coming in, and I, for my part, was negotiating for a big bull 
mithan—the Naga domestic bison—for the feast. The Zemi 
have a genius for celebration, and dancing is a tribal art. 
Each village has its special numbers and its stars, and their 
merits are discussed as technically, and with much more 
practical knowledge than are those of ballerinas and companies 
by Western balletomanes. Touring companies of bucks and 
girls go round performing for fees which vary with the 
strength of the company and the distance travelled. The 
dancers get the cash and a free dinner, the villagers get a free 
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show ; but the rich man who pays for the performance has 
to be content with the accruing honour. The Zemi have 
more methods of getting cash in exchange for “ honour” 
than anyone else I know. 

Never in the whole history of the Zemi, though, had there 
been such a gathering as this. The camp and the village 
swarmed with interpreters’ red-fronted waistcoats, and the 
Jacob’s-ladder street to the lower morung was speckled with 
the scarlet blankets of ascending and descending headmen. 
Men and boys in all stages of full dress, from the first sketch 
to the complete achievement, sat about outside the houses or 
wandered, like dogs at a fair, among our huts. The whole 
male population of Laisong itself had gone down to catch the 
mithan. An old bull and a mighty beast, he was resisting 
capture. A whole day had already been wasted on him ; and 
still we could see him from the camp, an elephantine blob, 
moving a mile off in the open valley. About mid-morning 

'Masang came up again, gasping and sweating, his hair full of 
burrs and his grin gone, and called down every man available. 
An hour later they all returned, triumphant, and the mithan 
was led at last to the sacrificial post before the lower morung. 
All was now ready. The bull and a buffalo were killed that 
afternoon with proper ceremony, and in an amazingly short 
time converted into hot, rich, chilli-filled stew; the feast 
began ; and presently silence warmed into a roar of voices 
as rice-beer drinking began. 

By dusk the village hummed. After dark the drums 
began to thud, first singly, then more and more, as the leaders 
gathered their teams together. Lights danced up and down 
the street ; and team after team came into camp, their torches 
trailing in orange streamers against the blue night sky. The 
wide top of the spur had been levelled to form a floor some 
forty yards long. Round this were ranged the spectators, 
and the singers with cymbals and drums. Great bamboo 
torches ten or twelve feet long were brought down from the 
morungs and set at intervals round the field ; some held high, 
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and flaring in the wind, and some flung down on the ground, 
where their glow lit bare, brown legs and the big eyes of 
squatting children. 

Then more than a hundred dancers, bucks and girls, slipped 
out through the crowd and formed into line. The men 
massed on either side started a lilting, leisurely song in strophe 
and antistrophe. The drums and cymbals joined in ; and the 
dancers began to sway, rocking from one foot to the other 
as they picked up the time. Then they were away, slowly at 
first, with a dipping, easy step. Hornbills’ feathers were in 
their hair and in their hands, beating time, or shimmering in 
the red torchlight, which shone on the bucks’ smooth-muscled 
backs, on the girls’ bare shoulders, and on horned bracelets of 
polished brass on arms held out and up. Round and round 
they went, coiling, meeting, parting and winding, till the 
whole spur moved with a maze of human figures. 

Now the time changed. Slowly, but inevitably, it quick- 
ened. Forward went the leaders in high, springy leaps, far 
off the ground and perfectly controlled. Behind them fol- 
lowed the long lines, uncoiling, and choir and drums were 
swaying and rocking to the tune. Faster, faster, lighter, 
higher, leaping feet and glinting armlets, a forest of hornbills’ 
feathers glimmering in and out of the dark, rising and falling, 
rising and falling; it was one wild intoxication of sound, 
colour and movement. The deep thudding of the drums 
shook the ground underfoot and jarred the body. On and on, 
in and out, went skein within skein of dancers, springing, 
curving, turning in endless recombination under the sheen 
of the black-barred feathers and the glare of the torches. 
Dance followed dance; torches burned to stubs and were 
renewed and the bamboo-ash blew about the bare ground 
like tufts of grey hair. Stars rose over the far hills, climbed 
over us and dipped away, and still the wild music shook the 
spur, still the torches flickered in the night wind, and still 
the kaleidoscope of dancers melted, changed, and swung 
leaping on, on, on. 


N.P. [ss] EB 


CHAPTER VII 


RECONNAISSANCE 
"[e next day I parted from the S.D.O. at the village 


gate and set off on my own for the first time in a 
year. 

The tour was one of exploration, of search for the best 
places for field-work, but as a tour it was notable only for the 
number of things which went wrong. It made it clear, 
though, that the Zemi were an exceptionally interesting 
people ; so much so that I determined to stay a year and 
make a full study of them. Not merely that ; they were the 
most extraordinary Nagas I had ever met; and fully half of 
them were mad. That, at last, was the only explanation which 
occurred to me at the time. By no possible conception was 
their conduct rational. 

The tribe seemed to be arbitrarily divided into two halves. 
One, which included Namkia, regarded me with dislike and 
suspicion. The other fell on me with a hospitality which was 
frightening. 

Take, for example, Hangrum and Guilong—Hangrum in 
its fantastically dramatic setting on a knife-edged ridge ; range 
after range of the Manipur hills looming blue and green out 
of the cloud on one side of it, razor-backed spurs sweeping 
down to the Jenam on the other, the forbidding mass of 
Hemeolowa blocking the outlook to the south ; its smoke- 
stained houses a study in shades of brown and tan and darker 
brown, like a sepia drawing. It was nine years since the il- 
fated charge against the Sepoys’ rifles, but most of the men 
in the village had suffered in it, or as a result. They had 
seen their fellows killed and wounded and their village burned, 
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and they themselves had been punished. The most powerful 
village in the area, it was still unreconciled. The first time we 
passed through it, there was not a woman to be seen, and the 
men were ranged in silent rows, two deep, on the house- 
platforms. In absolute stillness, not a word spoken, between 
these human palings, we walked its quarter-mile length. 

Then take Guilong. There, too, there had been shooting 
in the troubles. I expected just the same resentment there 
as at Hangrum. 

But not a bit of it. The villagers, men and women, 
swarmed on me like bees. Cup on cup of rice-beer was 
forced into my hands. They caught hold of me, pulled me 
by the wrist, tugged at my clothes, and even prised my hand 
open to make me accept, in person, the gifts they offered. 
In fact they behaved as I had never known a Naga village do 
before, with raving insanity. I hadn’t a second’s privacy 
the whole time I was there. No matter what I was doing, 
sleeping, eating, resting, or even bathing, the hut was invaded 
regardless by somebody crying parrot-phrases: ““O my 
Mother! O Queen, O Goddess! You are our mother, 
you are a goddess, there is none greater, there is none better 
than you!” 

There was no stating of a request, no calm discussion. 
Down the intruder plumped and claimed my whole attention. 
If it strayed back to my book (and Guilong’s conversation 
Was not exciting) an impatient hand tweaked at my clothes 
and recalled me, not to a sane discourse, but to an awful, 
unreasoning babble of set words. 

“Mother, mother, mother !_ Mother, you are our mother ! 
O my mother—asui i kasang da—I am very happy! O my 
mother, bless me, say good words for me. O my mother, 
you are our mother, you are a goddess, you are greater than 
all, there is none greater than you—Apui, anuipui-da, nang 
soa ka-i-va ga-le, nang soa ka-di-va ga-le !” 

A barred door made no difference. Jam it, barricade it as 
I would, a brown arm was sooner or later forced through and 
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the bar flung sharply down. They were really hurt if I shut 
them out—hurt and angry. I gave it up. There was no 
dealing with it. I simply suffered. 

At Guilong, too, we ran into a party from Bopungwemi, 
Dikheo’s village, the stronghold of the Gaidiliu movement. 
They were on their way to Maibong to buy salt, and they had 
scarcely seen me when they vanished behind the houses and 
appeared again with a present of three worn cloths, all neatly 
folded, but still warm from the wearer, and clearly stripped 
that minute from the youngest member of their party. Guil- 
ong then wound up the whole lunacy with a dance; and 
never have I seen such a three-ring circus—the drums and 
choir each doing something different and the dancers wildly 
at variance with each other, even to having two dances going 
at once in opposition—a performance of stark, staring, un- 
diluted anarchy. 

Next morning, thank goodness, we left. 

The S.D.O. agreed to let me stay a year to make a detailed 
study of the Zemi. Laisong was chosen as the best centre, 
and arrangements for a camp there were set in train. Luikai 
and his fellow-Tangkhul had gone on leave, and I had to find 
some Zemi servants. Where at Ukhrul I had had more 
applicants than I could find jobs for, here intensive search 
produced two; which gave me a staff of (besides Namkia) 
Ramgakpa the scullion, a stocky youth from Gobin ; Dega- 
lang the dog-boy, slim, young, and from Impoi; and the 
new Manipuri cook, a Mussalman. 

At Laisong the camp on the eyrie was under construction. 
Workmen swarmed on the skeleton of the big house. From 
there we passed on southward, to Hangrum again, and 
Shongkai beyond it; and ten days later, as we came down 
from Haijaichak in the U-shaped pass, we saw the new- 
thatched roofs of our camp catch the morning sun. It perched 
on the hilltop like a Rhine castle, the house-tops just showing 
above the low scrub-jungle. 

The day was sultry. On the steep climb up from the river 
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the baked ground radiated heat like hot metal. It glared on 
our faces, it beat off the high bank beside the road. It was 
with infinite relief that we climbed the last rock-steps and 
reached the gateway. The breeze across the col met us, 
blowing sweet and cold. Turning, we tramped up the long 
rise of the knoll, and came thankfully, for the first time, into 
the tall, cool, airy bungalow. 

There were two verandas and five rooms. It was all of 
matting on a timber frame, and the roof was thick grass 
thatch. Behind the big house were the cookhouse and the 
men’s quarters, two long, low huts facing north. Filled with 
immense content at a home at last, I looked up at the tall 
posts and their intricate cane lashings and at the solid roof- 
beam eighteen feet overhead. I watched the jappas brought 
in and their contents unpacked, ate my first meal by the new 
hearth, and then, tired out by the grilling march, I went to 
sleep for the afternoon in the shadowed bedroom. 

I woke. The shuttered room was so dark I looked at my 
watch. It was half-past one—I’d slept for less than an hour. 
I realized then what had woken me. A wind had risen, the 
doors were banging, and the bungalow had begun to creak. 
I got up and looked out. 

It had clouded over blackly and the wind was rushing 
down through the valley behind us. I caught hold of the 
heavy veranda door—slung from an overhead beam, and 
flapping madly—and started to pull it shut. It wouldn’t close. 
It shook and lifted in the increasing wind like canvas in a gale ; 
and as I fought it, swearing, there was a tap and a rattle on the 
back wall. 

Then the hail hit us. 

The whole bungalow leaned over, groaning. The groan 
was lost in the noise of the hail on the walls. It was not now 
a rattle, but a roar, a continuous, shaking roar, like an express 
train in a tunnel. Though I was in the lee of the house, it 
took my full strength to force the door to, for the wind was 
flinging it about like a piece of paper. Inside the bungalow, 
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small hailstones, twigs and shredded leaves were blowing in 
through the back eaves and up over the inner partitions, and 
showering down over everything in the place. The half- 
grown dog Khamba, terrified, was dashing about. As I 
grappled the second door he broke out past me. I ran after 
him into the veranda. The whipping hail at the corner stung 
him; he doubled back. I caught him and dragged him in 
and shut the door on us both, and out of the open window I 
saw the hail outside. 

The stones were the size of golf-balls. The wind was 
carrying them horizontally across the spur and off again into 
space. Only those which hit something fell; and then they 
rolled and lay about on the turf. 

For perhaps ten minutes the storm blew at this strength. 
It was useless to worry whether the house would stand ; there 
was nowhere to run to, and nothing could live in the hail. 
I slipped a lead on Khamba and stood by the front wall, where 
we had most chance if the house collapsed. At last I heard 
the roar lessen; slowly the wind-pressure decreased. The 
whole house above us creaked its way back to the upright, and 
a watery sun came out. I waited a minute or two for the last 
stones to fall and then ran over to the cookhouse to see what 
had happened there. 

It was at least, as I saw when I got outside, still standing. 
A crowing and hysterical cook met me just short of the door. 
He stood there, flapping like a goose ; I had to push past him 
to get in. Ramgakpa was sitting on the bamboo bench, 
looking strained but calm. The floor was streaming with 
melting ice, and the hut had been blown fifteen degrees from 
the upright ; but there was no serious damage. I went out 
again and looked round. The ground at the back of the 
house was thick with a mat of white hailstones which had 
bounced from the back wall, the rear entrance had a two-foot 
drift in it, and a small grass hut left over from the old camp 
had been blown to ribbons. Then I turned and looked back 
the way the storm had come. 
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There had been little damage in the lee of the Barail, but the 
exposed north side of our spur had been devastated. I had 
never seen anything like it. There was nothing left of the 
scrub-jungle but a stripped, ripped, barren expanse of naked 
twigs—every leaf had been torn off in a belt a mile wide. 
Banana-trees were battered as though machine-gunned, their 
stems pitted and pulped ; the bark was scarred and splintered 
even on the big timber. As I stood, Masang and my newly- 
hired caretaker came running up, shouting to know if we were 
safe. It then seemed that, blasted though we had been, we 
had still escaped more lightly than the village. Hail beat so 
violently into the morungs that the bucks had to shelter under 
the benches, and even there were hurt ; and every pig, dog, 
goat and fowl caught in the open had been killed outright. 

However, hailstorms or no, the films I had planned to use 
from November onwards were sitting untouched in Haflong. 
It was time to get on with the job. _I set off at once to bring 
out the rest of my gear. But I hadn’t reached the top of the 
pass on the way to Asalu when down I came with fever, and 
after a hideous march I fell into bed in the camp there with my 
first real illness. 

To my impotent fury, the men were broken reeds. The 
cook had more hysterics. He stamped and raved in the hut 
when I wouldn’t be carried in. Namkia, on whom I was 
dependent for nursing, went out and got drunk. When I 
painfully whispered that I was really bad, and wished he’d 
stay within call, he said: “ Oh, take some medicine and get 
better !”” and walked off home. I was so blazing angry I 
spent my lucid intervals that night in rehearsing what I'd say 
to him if I lived till morning ; and when morning came, and 
with it Namkia, I rose on my pillows, launched what must 
have sounded like a dying curse, and then fell back in a semi- 
coma. It scared the daylight out of him. He nursed me 
loyally all the rest of the time. 

A fortnight later we moved in at Laisong on permanent 
occupation. But the Jessami jadu, or whatever jinx was in 
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operation, had not quite finished yet. No sooner were we in 
there than the newly-returned Luikai went sick in the lines 
and was no more use. I went down again with malaria ; and 
I was still in bed when an interpreter arrived from Haflong. 
There was trouble reported among the Zemi, another rising 
was possible, and I was to come back at once. 

When, exhausted and nearly heartbroken, I reached Haflong, 
Luikai was found to have an attack of venereal disease he 
must have concealed for weeks. He had to be put in hospital 
and Chinaorang quarantined ; and, with the precious film- 
stock rotting and all my fine hopes in ruins, I fled at the 
beginning of June to the western plateau. 
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UITE the most interesting things on the plateau— 
Cec was rolling, shadeless and unbelievably hot— 
were the urns. 

The Zemi villages were small and disappointing. The 
people had lost some of their Naga character. They were dull 
and poor, dependent largely on work in Haflong bazaar ; the 
settlements were often split into Pagan and Christian, a house 
divided against itself ; their morungs were decaying, always a 
bad sign. It was depressing to come to this from the Barail, 
where Zemi culture still survived in so complete a form, even 
in villages, such as Asalu, a bare three miles from the railway. 
Much that would have been of great interest had here been 
neglected and forgotten. The beauty and vitality of Zemi 
life were gone. The heart was out of it; and though, for 
comparison’s sake, there were notes to be taken, it was not here 
that the main work must be done. 

The urns, however, were worth the heat. 

At the main urn-field, outside the Naga hamlet of Bolosan, 
several hundred of them stood on a low knoll. The site 
was preserved, and, looking down on it from the steps across 
the fence, the monoliths cropped out of the thick jungle-grass 
like enormous mushrooms. Roughly pear-shaped, each cut 
from a single block of stone, and of all sizes from eighteen 
inches to six feet high, they stood on the narrower end, and 
in the broader top was cut a deep, cylindrical hole. Bolosan 
is not the only urn-field ; there are other smaller sites, and 
not improbably others await discovery. There are none, so 
far as is known, in the eastern hills, where the pre-Naga 
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remains are of a different kind. They were funerary in pur- 
pose. A fragment of charred bone recovered from the hollow 
of one by Mr Mills and Dr Hutton was identified as human. 
But their age, the reasons for their limited distribution, their 
makers (though the Khasis, now living round Shillong, are 
possible candidates) are mysteries still. 

Touring the plateau was much better than sitting in Haflong, 
but it was still no picnic. The heat was killing, for the 
plateau inclined to be low and dry ; there were no trees, the 
camps were miserable, and the move had so unsettled Namkia 
that he gave notice regularly every day. I could no more 
make him out than I could the rest of these inexplicable Zemi. 
But, under the pressure of common adversity, the ice was 
beginning to crack. One day in the middle of a long, hot 
march, as we sat down for a rest under the only shade-tree 
between Muchudui and Chenam, he unbent suddenly, and for 
the first time talked like a human being. I was so taken 
aback that I froze up myself, and he gave notice that evening 
as usual ; but after that I was the richer by a good friend and a 
sterling interpreter. 

His was an unusual character. A pagan humorist, a Zemi 
to the backbone, with all the faults and virtues of his tribe and 
race, he still had an inner core, a moral citadel, which made 
of him a Hampden. He had an intense, a vivid, sense of right 
and wrong. They were to him a personal responsibility. 
He could no more compromise with wrong than he could stop 
breathing ; nor see a wrong done, nor an injustice, and not 
right it, at whatever cost to himself. It was not a quality to 
endear him to all masters, and neither was Namkia (whose 
intelligence, though it worked on different lines, equalled 
any European’s) the man to be a mere obedient instrument ; 
and as a mere obedient instrument was, in most cases, all that 
the harassed district officer required, Namkia had recognized 
that he was not wholly suited to Government service and 
resigned. But not without repeated applications. “ Sea- 
lawyer”, infuriated officers might sometimes call him ; but 
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he was an honest man, an accurate interpreter, an organizer, 
an expert in tribal law, and a notable man among the Barail 
Zemi. 

His family were of Kabui origin. Migrating northward to 
Hangrum heaven knows how many generations ago, they had 
passed on to the Asalu-Impoi group at an early stage in that 
community’s history. Even then, it appears, the family had 
character. They founded, and. were hereditary headmen of, 
the village of Gareolowa, third of the group’s settlements ; 
and while there they worked as liaison officers to the Kachari 
Kings, who granted them Gareolowa’s land in perpetuity. 

But they, and the Asalu group as a whole, had fallen on 
hard times. No longer able—since the administration, not 
understanding the system, had reallocated the land—to follow 
their custom of cycle-migration round three or four village 
sites over a period of many years, they were left stranded on 
Asalu’s worn-out and eroded soil, which should long ago 
have been left to lie fallow while the community moved 
elsewhere. All Gareolowa’s land and the village site itself 
was in the hands of the Kukis. The grave-monument of 
Namkia’s grandfather, dead only a few years back, had been 
pulled down by the Christian Kukis, who found it a con- 
venient stone-quarry, as they did Gareolowa’s complex and 
unique stone fortifications. But Namkia was not to be done. 
He asked permission to colonize Impoi, another site belonging 
to the group, where a little rested land remained. He was at 
first refused, but persistence won him sanction ; and he had, 
in 1940, been settled there some three years. Already, the 
colonists said, they found the site healthier than Asalu, lower 
down. Namkia was the second headman. Although the 
obvious candidate, he had refused the senior post. It was not 
according to custom. He did not “ belong” to Impoi; he 
was not of a founding family. To give him a foothold in the 
place at all in Zemi law his brother-in-law, who was “ of” 
Impoi, made over to him a couple of house-sites. But, 
though the senior headman was of the proper descent, 
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there was no question who was the leading man; it was 
Namkia. 

At the end of July we returned to Haflong and found out 
what had been happening in the Zemi country. The storm- 
centre had been in Naga Hills, a day or so beyond the North 
Cachar border. A woman lunatic had established herself 
there, and by all accounts used to utter prophecies while 
lying in the village water-trough. One would have thought 
this a peculiarly damp and unconvincing pulpit; but the 
Zemi faithful apparently found it valid, and there had been 
quite a stir. She had been arrested and removed by the 
Deputy Commissioner from Kohima; the village headmen 
of Ngaulong, where she had been, were in trouble for allowing 
it all; and peace had been restored. 

The S.D.O., however, thought Laisong too far away in 
case of sudden trouble, so for the time being we settled down 
in the leaky Asalu bashas and started to make them habitable. 
Chinaorang, out of quarantine, had rejoined us, and so had 
Luikai ; but in the latter his disease had produced a mental 
change, and though he had previously been a most obedient 
little man and the perfect servant, he was now so unmanage- 
able that he had to be sent home. Poor little maggot !_ There 
were tears and protestations. He had been with me some 
time and had served me well, and I was heartily sorry to lose 
him; but there was no choice. 

Chinaorang stayed on some weeks. He mixed well with 
the Zemi, and never minded being ragged, as Luikai had 
done. It was a casual jape on him—Namkia faked tiger- 
tracks round the water-hole one morning, so that Chinaorang, 
arriving, gave one yell, dropped his buckets, and ran like a 
deer—which inspired the great Tiger Rag. 

Every hot weather a tiger or two moved up from the low 
ground and roamed the hills killing cattle until someone shot 
it or the winter cold drove it down again; and one such, a 
big beast, was then operating a beat from Laisong to Mahur. 


He hated pushing through the thick, wet jungle, so walked 
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down the bridle-road each night as boldly as a taxpayer. 
He took a short cut over the Asalu spur from a point about 
thirty yards from the camp, and had trodden a regular runway 
for himself in the grass there. The cook was extremely 
worried at a tiger’s passing so close, and one night, when 
Namkia came back from a call in the village, he told him the 
beast had been into camp and snuffing round. Namkia was 
somewhat sceptical ; and coming across to me, asked me to 
stand on guard with one lamp while he took the other and 
looked about for tracks, Finding none in the camp, he went 
right out along the road to the runway itself; and when he 
came back, full of scathing comment, the cook, stung, said 
instantly he’d never have dared search at all if he hadn’t been 
drunk at the time. Now Namkia, admittedly, had been 
enjoying Asalu’s hospitality ; but he was nothing like tipsy. 
He resented the insult and determined to have his own back. 
After an interval in which the tiger abetted him (it roared in 
the forest and scared some Asalu woodcutters) he took me into 
his confidence and laid on the attack. 

On the chosen evening he complained of fever and retired 
early to the spare hut. As soon as the cook and the others 
had settled down for the night, he slipped down into the high 
grass by the cookhouse, thrashed about and roared for all he 
was worth, and then bolted back to his quarter—I covering 
his retreat by shouting questions out of the hut window. 

There was no answer till my second or third yell ; and then 
three hapless voices—Ramgakpa’s, Chinaorang’s and the 
cook’s—cried “ Tiger, tiger !”” in a concerted wail. 

I went out into the veranda. After a minute or two they 
came across, Chinaorang armed with a piece of firewood, 
Ramgakpa glancing nervously behind, and the cook, long, 
thin and anxious, but manfully leading with the kitchen lamp. 
They trooped up into the porch and all began to tell me about 
the tiger at once. Its performance improved with every 
repetition. 

Then the cook broke off to reprove me for having come out. 
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He quoted horrible cases of Sahibs torn from their office desks 
and Memsahibs snatched screaming from bathrooms by tigers 
(I should have thought that the most difficult place from 
which to snatch anyone) and I hastily diverted him by asking 
for Namkia. That set us all to calling ; and after a minute 
there was a muffled reply. Next he came slowly over, 
wrapped to the eyes in a blanket, carrying a stout staff, and 
looking like nothing so much as one of the Pilgrims’ Chorus. 

They all, of course, then had to tell him about the tiger. 
In the very middle of the story, when tension was at its height, 
he grabbed the cook by the arm, pointed up the road, and said : 
“* Look |” 

It made me jump, but Ramgakpa’s reactions were far 
quicker, and he made one flea-hop straight past us into the hut. 
We others stood. Chinaorang gripped his firewood and 
prepared to defend me to the last; the cook peered tensely 
into the night; and after ten seconds’ suspense he cried 
excitedly : “‘ Yes, yes, I see it! There are its eyes—it’s going 
downhill !” 

By that time I was staring over their shoulders, and the dark 
curve of the hill was as bare of tigers as the palm of my hand. 
Not a leaf rustled, not a green eye blinked, except in the 
cook’s imagination. It was altogether too much for Namkia. 
He spun round, and had a veranda-post not intervened I think 
he would have fallen weeping on my neck. As it was, he 
clung to the post, and, with choking noises inside his blanket, 
regained his self-control. But we saw no more eyes, and I 
packed the men off to the cookhouse. They sat there half the 
night telling the story to a most appreciative Namkia. It 
was days before he let out the truth ; and by then the tiger 
was such an established legend that they refused to believe 
him. The cook said indignantly that never, never could the 
Miss-sahib have been a party to such a conspiracy. 

Soon after this incident (though not because of it) China- 
orang too went home, and except for the cook the staff was 
now wholly Zemi. The tiger, however, remained; and 
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punctually every morning at six it walked down the road 
from Impoi and disappeared into the long grass. Equally 
punctually, and just about the same time, Namkia walked 
down from Impoi to bring in my morning tea; and his 
comings and goings synchronized so exactly with those of the 
tiger that I began to have an uneasy feeling. Was it possible 
—was it just possible—that my interpreter was a lycanthropist ? 

One evening after dinner I was taking notes on tribal law 
and kept him late. Just as he rose to go there was an appalling 
bellow from the village, followed, after a second’s interval, 
by shouts, shots, screeches, and the frantic barking of the 
village pack. The half-dozen Asalu cattle had been sheltering 
in the copse. The tiger had that moment taken one. 

I shot an anxious glance at Namkia. As a were-tiger, he 
should have gone into paroxysms in sympathy with his beast. 
But no—there was not a sign of a link with a tiger affinity ; 
he was behaving merely as a startled, but normal, interpreter. 
I decided, with a sigh of relief, that he was, after all, human. 

Ramgakpa, as it happened, was in the village when the kill 
occurred. The late evening is the usual time for bucks to call 
on the objects of their admiration ; and he and three others 
were seated unobtrusively in the porch of the girls’ dormitory, 
waiting their turn. At that moment came the agonized 
bellow. Then, hard upon it, the whole mithan-herd and the 
rest of the cattle stampeded panic-stricken down the village 
street. With one cry of “ The tiger!” the four boys rose. 
They leapt as one for the doorway, reached it together, and 
jammed. The girls inside woke up and began to scream. 
The male visitor in occupation sat up and began to swear. 
And then the heaviest boy fell through ; the dam collapsed ; 
and the four fell flat in a heap as the inner door flew open and 
out rushed the beldame in charge, breathing fire and slaughter 
and waving a purposeful ember. In a flash all five bucks had 
clapped their cloths over their heads and bolted, incognito ; 
and, tiger or no tiger, they never stopped running till they 
tumbled into the safety of the lower morung. 
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About this time, just before we went back to Laisong, there 
was an addition to the staff in the shape of Haichangnang the 
mail-runner. He was Namkia’s brother-in-law, a simple, 
lovable, child-like little man. He hadn’t been with us long 
when his small daughter caught the common summer diarrhea. 
Almost the first we knew of it was the death-cry in the village. 

A little later, as I sat reading, I heard grunts, as of a laden 
porter coming. I was just rising to see if it were a messenger 
from Haflong, when a shadow flitted along the thin matting 
wall of the hut and Haichangnang appeared suddenly in the 
doorway. His face was all disfigured by weeping ; the grunts 
had been his sobs as he ran up the path. He fell at my feet, 
clutched my knees, and began to cry out in Zemi. 

I got him up again and called Namkia. When he arrived, 
Haichangnang asked quite rationally whether I had any 
medicine to poison him. He couldn’t bear his daughter to go 
the long, dark road of the dead alone. 

I don’t remember how we calmed him down, except that 
sal volatile entered into it. But I do know that his remaining 
baby was our chief argument. 

Zemi infant mortality is very high indeed. He returned 


with the next mail to hear that, an hour before, the baby too 
had died. 
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Y the end of August everything was still quiet, and we 
were allowed back to Laisong at last. 

We found that the gardener and caretaker had kept 
the place up, and that a water-supply had been laid on, at 
the $.D.O.’s orders, by running an extension down from 
the lower morung’s pipeline. Now only the garden remained 
to be made, but Samrangba the gardener’s initial efforts with 
it were not encouraging. Where there should have been 
rows of carrot and cabbage there was an aching desert of 
stony soil, raked into humps and innocent of manure. We 
cherished several small green things for a week before finding 
them all to be weeds, and then dug the whole thing up and 
started again; but patience and manure triumphed, and by 
mid-September the peas and beans were up and flourishing 
and the garden never looked back. 

It was soon clear that life at Laisong would be no bed of 
roses. Funds calculated for conditions in Manipur went just 
half as far here. To make it all the more difficult, Laisong 
was notoriously the most miserly and unhelpful village in 
the area—as Namkia took care to point out as soon as we 
were irrevocably committed to it. It had had weak headmen 
for years, and was now a thoroughly anarchic community 
run largely by the three chief bullies of the lower morung. 
This trio came down on us at the start with large schemes 
for business partnerships—we, of course, to provide the capital 
—and were sent packing with such home-truths from Namkia 
whistling after them that they never forgave us. There was 
a better element, though, to which the caretaker and his sons 
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and the two permanent porters belonged. The old man, 
Zhekungba, looked like a minor prophet. His elder boy, 
Ramzimba, was a pleasant youth with a slight moustache 
which would have been very fashionable in the West; the 
younger, Sonning, was a merry young Mongol just sprouting 
intoabuck. The porters were both respectable householders ; 
which left Samrangba the gardener, who was not respectable, 
but a scapegrace whom his uncle the headman—an inane old 
goat—had pushed into the job. 

And now that I was established and in constant touch with 
the Zemi, the pieces in the puzzle fell into place. Here were 
no treacherous savages, but honest, stubborn, conservative 
cultivators, excitable and credulous, it is true, and living by 
simpler and sometimes more brutal standards than ours ; but 
the vast majority of them decent folk and good citizens. 
Between them and the Government had been built up a wall 
of misunderstanding, fear, suspicion and mistrust. A con- 
spiracy of silence cut the tribe off from all strangers, and behind 
the invisible barrier their tribal life went on, warm, human, 
and rich with tradition. When I first reached Laisong, I 
was outside it. As their reserve melted, the wall dissolved, 
and I found myself on the far side and looking back at a 
familiar world seen topsy-turvey, as Alice passed through the 
looking-glass and saw her own room reversed when she looked 
back. So seen, the world I had left did seem odd; there 
was foundation for the Zemiattitude. Civilization had certain 
features which were only apparent to an outside view. Never- 
theless, it was all wrong that so profound a misunderstanding 
should exist. I made up my mind to do what I could to 
right it. 

It was autumn now, and the first of the great harvest 
festivals had begun. The early rice was coming in, the lean 
weeks of the summer were over, and village after village was 
celebrating the feast called Pokpatngi. This included the 
traditional mithan-chase. As we had already missed Asalu’s 
and Impoi’s, and I still had an uneasy fear that I might be 
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whisked out again without warning, we packed up and went 
over straight away when Hegokuloa sent to ask us across to 
theirs. 

The Rains were going out in storms and steamy drizzle, 
and damp grey clouds hung low on the peaks as we scrambled 
up to the village through fields of ripening rice. There were 
roars of disapproval from Namkia at the sight of the camp. 
The old materials had been stretched and re-made to fit a 
different plan. The hut was now so narrow it was like a 
passage, and one went round the table by a detour over the 
bed. Instead of overlooking the village and the pleasant blue 
and green valley as before, it now faced straight out on to 
a heap of refuse and a monstrous tree which cut off every 
breath of air; but after the huts we'd had on the western 
plateau I didn’t mind anything, so long as it had a roof on. 

The mithan-hunt was to be held first thing next morning. 
At dusk the young men gathered to pad the horns. 

The animals—there were two—were in fact buffaloes, which 
came cheaper than mithan. One was not much more than 
a calf, with no horns to matter, but the other was a big bull 
with a magnificent sweep and a most uncertain temper. He 
was thrown witha struggle. Ring after ring of heavy creeper 
was applied to his horns and lashed on; and then the whole 
was bound with bark till it looked like nothing so much as 
a large and badly-packed bus-tyre. The chase was, by tradi- 
tion, a stern test of nerve and stamina. The padding was, if 
used at all (Asalu frequently chased unpadded bulls), a pre- 
caution to prevent fatalities. But Hegokuloa were taking 
no risks. They piled it on and on to a fantastic extent, to 
handicap the beast ; and Namkia’s comments were caustic. 

It was still dark when Namkia called me next day, but there 
was a faint tinge of grey in the cloudy sky. I tumbled into 
my clothes anyhow, gulped a cup of tea, and hurried off down 
the street to where the runners, almost stripped, were grouped 
about the bull. Cloaks and necklaces were all discarded ; 
they wore nothing but their small kilts. All the staff except 
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for Haichangnang and the cook were competing. Haichang- 
nang had a poisoned hand, and the cook was no athlete. The 
local runners were fortified by ceremonies and rice-beer. Our 
team, so far as I know, had had to dispense with both. 

Haichangnang and I backed into the shelter of a convenient 
porch. The street had emptied magically. The children were 
shut indoors, and every house-front was tightly closed except 
where one or two women, bolder spirits, peered out round 
the door-jambs. The village priest took out a stout stick. 
His assistant cut the bull’s tether with one sweep of his dao, 
and as he did so, the old priest raised his stick and caught the 
buffalo a hard blow on the rump. 

The big beast threw up his weighted head in pain and 
astonishment. Then he found himself free, and launched off 
down the street at a thundering canter with a tumbling, 
jostling, shoving flood of men full-tilt after him. They swept 
between the morungs in a mob of bare, brown backs, blue 
kilts and shaggy black heads. Down in ruins went a wood- 
stack and the village pipeline, men fell headlong and were 
trampled on and scrambled up and ran on again; the bull 
jerked suddenly to the right, crashed out through a garden, 
leaped a stile with unexpected agility, and vanished into the 
jungle with his pursuers after him. The street was left sud- 
denly void, with somebody’s kindling stack littered the length 
and breadth of it and water spilling from the still-shaking pipe. 

The headman now came up and asked us to go along for 
a drink. We perched on three-inch stools in his firelit inner 
room and were served with rice-beer in pint-capacity banana- 
leafcups. But as we sat we heard, suddenly, a distant shouting 
which could only mean that the bull was being thrown. As 
soon as some stalwart has a tight hold on the tail, he yells his 
patronymics at the top of his voice ; and the moment he is 
identified, all the bucks of his morung race to the spot, the 
first up catching the horns while the rest beat off the rival 
morung and help to bring the bull to a standstill, Then they 
band together, to throw it, with much ho-ho-ing ; for no 
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throw, no win. We didn’t want to miss seeing that. We 
looked at each other with a wild surmise. Then we rose as 
one, thrust our drinks back at our hostess—to be poured back 
into the family beer-vat, for economy’s sake—and dashed 
outside and down the street towards the noise, accompanied 
at a hand-gallop by several small boys with the same idea. 

At the foot of the street a corkscrew path wound down 
into saplings and thickets. We raced on till we came abreast 
of the shouting, and then, certain that we should be too late 
for the fun, plunged headlong into the woods on the right. 
A gully intervened. We hurled ourselves into it and up the 
far bank. And there we found, not a captive buffalo in the 
hands of the young men, but a loose and very angry bull 
just in front of us and all the young men treed and ho-ho-ing 
to stampede the brute. Haichangnang’s red blanket was too 
much for him, and he charged us. I had one brief glimpse 
of the great head bearing down, and another of a frantically- 
beckoning Naga up the slope. Never had I run as I ran then 
—my feet were air, I flew. Haichangnang reached the place 
a second before me and waited, thrust me into a natural cage 
of saplings into which the other Naga had preceded us, and 
ducked in after me, and there we stood gasping while the 
bull stamped and snorted where we had been five seconds 
before. 

He had trampled out an arena for himself in the under- 
growth and was making short rushes up and down it, smelling 
enemies everywhere and unable to find them. There was 
not a sign of our team, but every tree was black with the men 
of Hegokuloa. One of them was right over my head, clinging 
to a sapling not six inches thick and rocking in an apelike 
frenzy ashe shouted. Each time he rocked his foot came down 
on my head, so that with every whoop he lunged and I ducked, 
like a pair of mechanical toys, till the bull swung suddenly 
round with a snort and charged away in the underbrush. 
Instantly brown figures swarmed like monkeys from the trees 
or dropped like plummets from above and went racing off 
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after him ; and for thesecond time that morning Haichangnang 
and I were left abruptly alone in a scene still quivering from 
violent activity. We waited several minutes to make sure 
the coast was clear, and then squeezed out of cover and made 
off back to the village as hard as we could pelt. 

When we arrived perspiring at the headman’s house the 
first person we saw was Namkia, sitting delicately poised on 
a stack of folded cloths. He was thickly covered in dust, 
burrs, sweat and scratches, and, between gulps at a large cup 
of rice-beer, he told us how the team had fared. 

He had been right in the van when the bull crashed through 
the garden and jumped the stile, and beyond that had been 
a narrow footpath on which he found himself in the lead. 
But as he raced down this with the tail and triumph almost 
in his grasp, both bull and path jinked suddenly to the right, 
and Namkia, overshooting, went straight ahead into a small 
ravine. His feet went out from under ; he sat with a bump ; 
and for twenty feet or more he skidded down the rocky bank 
on his bare stern. 

Arrived with a crash in the stream below, he found himself 
once more up with the hunt, which had taken the more 
conventional route round. Leaping up and joining again in 
the battle, he was presently in the forefront with the new 
scullion, Paodekumba, a fuzzy-headed little man compact of 
muscle and tough as they come. First one and then the other 
of them took hold of the tail and was shaken off, and at last, 
in the confused chase which was going on all round in the 
thick scrub-jungle, Paodekumba grabbed the tail once more, 
and Namkia, by a supreme effort, secured a grip on the horns. 
The bull then set off at a rousing gallop with the pair of them 
flying from him like tails on a kite. 

At some point in this passage the bull tried to wipe Namkia 
off on a tree. He displayed a skinned arm in token. Then 
it came to a sudden stop with the idea of turning on Paode- 
kumba ; but Namkia whipped a providential loose end of 
the padding round a sapling and made it fast; and there 
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they were with the bull caught and Paodekumba most in- 
dubitably on the tail—a clear win for the Bower stable. Then 
up came Ramgakpa, who had been thereabouts, but dancing 
round at a safe distance in spite of Namkia’s yells at him to 
help ; and, a split second after, the whole of the Hegokuloa 
pack, who declared as one that never would they allow a 
visiting team to win on the home ground. They were almost 
at blows with Namkia over it when the bull broke loose ; 
and as soon as the staff reached safety and stopped running, 
they put their noses in the air and stalked off home in a huff, 
while the Hegokuloa contingent shot straight up the nearest 
trees and were still there when Haichangnang and I burst in 
on them ten minutes later. And Heaven, as Namkia unctu- 
ously pointed out, was revenged on Hegokuloa for their lack 
of the sporting spirit ; for the padding worked off the bull’s 
horns and by mid-morning it was as much as a man’s life 
was worth to come within twenty yards of him. They had 
to send back to the village in the end for the headman’s gun, 
and shoot him with that. However, by then most of the 
runners had come home disgruntled to start the chase of the 
second beast; and that turned out an even bigger fiasco. 
The animal was tied up, as the bull had been, on the flat 
space in front of the upper morung. Haichangnang and I 
stationed ourselves with the cameras in the porch of the lower, 
where we were almost opposite and had a refuge in case of 
need. The bucks lined up, the rod came down on the hairy 
flank, the runners surged forward, and the buffalo gave a 
convulsive bound; but in the confusion someone had for- 
gotten to untie the hobbles. In a trice half a dozen men had 
hold of the tail at once, and kicking, yelling, plunging and 
bellowing, the tangle rolled straight down the short slope on 
top of us. The next thing I knew I was on top of the morung 
woodstack, fifteen feet above ground. I had not then, and 
have not now, any clear idea of how I came to be there. I 
was, however, filming away quite automatically at a howling 
maelstrom below, where arms, legs and hoofs waved, black 


[77] 


First-Fruits Festival 
heads bobbed, bodies writhed, the bellows of the buffalo rose 


above a growing quarrel, red-blanketed headmen bored curs- 
ing and cuffing into the riot, and members of rival morungs 
shrieked abuse, slapped, punched, scuffled, kicked, wrestled 
and pulled hair. 

Then the film ran out. 

We spent the afternoon in a sleep of exhaustion. There 
was a dispensary in the evening to patch up the day’s casualties ; 
the two morungs had fought it out for some time. Hegokuloa 
then earnestly pressed us to stay for the serious drinking, but 
we had had enough, and in any case it would be some days 
before Namkia could sit down. We therefore said good-bye, 
and marched back again to recuperate at Laisong. 
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THE ZEMI 


ESPITE their closeness to the railway and the fact 
iD they had been long administered, the Zemis’ 

tribal polity still survived in surprisingly complete 
form. 

Much of it dated back to the time of their first arrival. 
When their early colonies came drifting into the country, and, 
casting about, picked on sites for their settlements, each had 
had a leader. With this leader had been a lieutenant. In 
nine cases out of ten he was a man of the other exogamous 
group (the Zemi had only two) and probably the leader’s 
brother-in-law or a similar connection by marriage. These 
two naturally claimed the soil on which they settled with their 
clansmen ; and from their descendants were chosen the village 
headmen for ever after, for ownership of the site, and with 
it virtual control of the village, passed down in the family. 
These hereditary landowners were called kadepeo, ‘‘ man of 
the soil”, and only rarely, when there was no candidate of 
suitable age, did an outsider rise to leadership. No one else 
could wield the same authority as a true kadepeo. The 
only difference under administration was that the headmen 
were officially recognized and wore the red Government 
blanket. The method of choice by the village remained the 
same, | 

Each community was ruled by a village council, with the 
kadepeo at its head. He was, in effect, its president. He con- 
vened it; and, with the help of the village priest, the other 
permanent member, chose elders to sit on it at any given 
meeting. But he was no dictator. The council could on 
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occasion overrule him, if public opinion were overwhelmingly 
behind it. 

Besides deciding all matters affecting the village—what areas 
were due for cultivation the coming year, whether or no they 
required a third morung, and if so, who should take charge 
of it—the council also served as a court of justice. As the 
area was administered, they were supposed to deal only with 
minor cases ; but in practice they settled everything, as they 
always had. Only disputes between villages, which ordinarily 
would have ended in war, were taken up to the magistrate’s 
court. 

There was no appeal from a decision of the village court. 
Judgement once given, it was irrevocable ; the parties must 
accept it or leave the place. In civil cases, therefore (they 
were mostly suits involving property), the court was less 
concerned with an outright award than in settling the case 
by compromise, before it could split the village; a very 
reasonable system, and one which worked well. Criminal 
cases were few. They were simply judged in accordance with 
tribal law; banishment was the usual sentence for serious 
crimes. 

All cases were heard in public. To the unaccustomed ear 
they sounded like a minor riot. Here were no marshalled 
facts, no measured oratory; plaintiff, respondent, friends, 
witnesses, onlookers, anyone with something to say, said it 
at the tops of their voices and all together. The hearing was, 
in fact, a violent public argument between the parties, in which 
allegations, denials, and the testimony of witnesses were hurled 
to and fro and all the relevant points of the case sooner or 
later brought out. By the time both sides had shouted them- 
selves hoarse, the old men, who had been quietly listening, 
had heard what they needed to know and reached a decision ; 
and this was forthwith announced and the court dismissed 
before anyone had time to argue. The judgements were, 
on the whole, extremely just. I came to have a great respect 
for their methods. 
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There were in all eight village officials, all of whom were 
chosen by the community. Four were secular and four 
religious. There were the senior and junior headmen (repre- 
sentatives, as a rule, of the two founder families—Namkia, 
as has been seen, was an exception) ; and after them two 
lesser assistants. Immediately, the assistants’ task was to deal 
with official and other travellers, finding them food and drink 
and arranging quarters, but eventually they would succeed 
the senior headman ; and they were there to learn the job 
from him. 

Then there were the first and second priests, two aged men, 
who were responsible for the public sacrifices and the religious 
life of the village. They decided the dates of gennas (to use 
the convenient lingua-franca term), which were holidays in 
the old sense, days of abstention from work for religious 
reasons ; they kept the calendar, which was lunar, fixed the 
dates of festivals and presided over the accompanying rites. 
Since both were old and frail (none but the very old could 
call the Gods with impunity) they had an able-bodied assistant 
to do the heavy work, and a town crier, who took up a pro- 
clamation as the old priest whispered it, and shouted it the 
length of the village. The crier’s voice at night, proclaiming 
the morrow’s arrangements, was as familiar a sound as 
cockcrow. | 

But of all the features of Zemi life, perhaps the most notable 
was the morung system. 

Each village had at least two morungs, some three or four. 
The men’s club-houses were called hangseoki (from the Zemi 
rahangmi, a youth) and the girls’ dormitories allied to them 
leoseoki (heleomi, a girl). The club members collectively were 
the kienga. An admirable institution, the morung disciplined 
and educated the young ; united the householders, the hang- 
tingmi, who were the backbone of the village; and was an 
instrument by which the elders could control the body 
public. At once a privileged brotherhood and a public utility, 
it was the most useful item in the social structure. 
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You joined your kienga, willy-nilly, the day you were born. 
A detachment from one morung or the other came to the 
house to claim you as soon as you drew breath. (I have 
belonged to the upper girls’ dormitory of Laisong since 1940, 
with full member’s rights and special permission to pay my 
dues in tea.) This choosing was an unusual feature. Norm- 
ally, morungs (which are found, in various forms or stages 
of development, right through the Naga tribes) belong each 
to a different clan. By the Zemi system, fathers, brothers 
and sons may be of different kienga, whose loyalties, therefore, 
cut right across all other divisions ; but these other loyalties 
are, in the last resort, by far the stronger. 

At the age of eight or so boys and girls went out to sleep 
at night in their proper dormitories. It was contrary to all 
Zemi notions of decency that they should remain any longer 
at night in the same house as their parents, and from then on 
the morung became the major influence in their lives. 

Girls worked at home during the day, and used their 
dormitory only at night. There, in the evenings, they held 
spinning bees, or entertained with music—always for a con- 
sideration—distinguished strangers. Strictly proper and public 
parties, these, to which the headmen and leading elders might, 
in a fatherly way, drop in. But it was from the young men 
who came calling stealthily at night—easing the door open, 
tip-toeing in, feeling along the bench for their particular 
sweetheart—that they chose their husbands. 

On boys the hold of the morung was far deeper. Unlike 
the girls, they spent the whole of their time there ; they came 
home only for meals, and when seriously ill. Each morung 
was the enlarged front porch of a private house. Its owner, 
always a leading villager, was host and headmaster to the boys, 
as his wife was matron. He taught them by precept and 
example in peacetime ; he led them in war. 

But, more important still, the give and take of communal 
life, the opinions of contemporaries, replaced the disciplinary 
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ordered him round, who told him to wash and twisted his 
ears if he didn’t, were lads of his own age or a little older. 
He was responsible to a body to which he belonged, of which 
he was an active member. The system taught early the mean- 
ing of co-operation and responsibility. I have known and 
employed men trained by both methods, the morung and 
the home; and, where choice existed, I would choose the 
morung graduates every time. They are of tougher fibre 
and the rough corners have been rubbed off. They are more 
self-reliant, with commonsense and better discipline, and above 
all their loyalty and sense of service to a corporate body is 
well-developed. They have not lost their individualism ; but 
they have a view of the world in relation to themselves, a 
grasp of mutual duties as well as rights, a way of giving a 
fair deal for a fair deal, which is most refreshing. 

Within the kienga, the small boys fagged for the bucks, 
keeping the morung clean, washing clothes, carrying wood 
and running errands, and received in return some measure of 
protection from their patron, his cast-off finery, and a little 
instruction when he went out to trap or fish. 

Then came the next stage, adolescence. 

From the day he assumed the kilt and entered manhood 
till the day he set up house on his own account were the best 
years of a male Zemi’s life. Excused all field-work, except 
what he cared to do ; indulged by his parents in every frippery 
and luxury of dress; left all day with nothing to do but 
drink beer, gossip, make baskets, play music, and finally so 
to bathe and array himself as to be an object of admiration 
to all the girls as they came in from the fields ; permitted, 
tacitly encouraged, even, to spend his nights in courtship— 
what more could a youth want? Life was short ; marriage 
and the cares of a family came all too soon. The Zemi, 
with their innate love of pleasure and beauty, of dance, music, 
colour and the good things of life, gave all they could to their 
young people in the short space stern economics allowed. 

Admittedly, in return, the bucks were supposed to form 
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the village guard. This, in spite of administration, could not 
be left to decay. The Zemi were, like all Nagas, head- 
hunters ; war was the natural state of the hill-tribes, a state 
in which, to them, the Pax Britannica was but an interlude. 
The Zemi, never warlike themselves, valued the peace greatly, 
But the threat remained. There were people living in 1940 
who could remember the last Angami raid ; and it was two 
decades since the Kuki rebellion had restored, temporarily, the 
old conditions. We were, as it happened, to see something 
like them again. 

The elders maintained strict discipline, and loyalty to the 
kienga was strong. Rahangmi were supposed, too, under the 
tuition of the married men, to perfect themselves in hunting, 
fishing, fighting, and the other manly arts. But still the 
buck’s was a life of gilded leisure, to which the harried house- 
holder looked back regretfully ever after. 

On marriage, a man ceased to sleep in his morung (except 
in time of war, when all the men collected there to be ready 
in case of a raid) ; but he used it as a convenient club-house. 
Indeed, the great halls with their long wall-benches, their 
wide floor-space, their seats round the fire, and their master’s 
house at the back, whence came beer and a welcome for 
strangers, were indispensable public institutions. Dances, 
feasts, and informal meetings of the village court were held 
there; the elders discussed affairs; there the blacksmith 
worked, there drums, spears, torches and shields were kept, 
there the bucks lived and there travellers stayed; and all 
with a warm and friendly informality. 

At any time the kienga could act as a corporate body. As 
such, they organized dances, made and maintained the village 
pipelines, carved new water-troughs, and cleared the village 
paths ; or, hired by an individual, carried the harvest or built 
ahouse. (Our wood came regularly from the lower morung ; 
the charge was Rs 15/- for eighty logs, a morning's work 
for the kienga.) On such occasions, members of all ages took 
part, from the elders to small boys, and the fee received went 
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into the morung’s fund for feasts. At the great festivals and 
on similar public occasions the girls of the allied dormitory 
appeared. They served as waitresses, carrying beer to the 
men as they worked. Sometimes they went on formal out- 
tings, or picnics, with the bucks and boys ; and it was they, 
of course, who were the main attraction of every dance. 
Since they married early and so gave up the art, they were 
seldom such skilled performers as the men; but the Zemi 
held that even if they couldn’t dance, pretty girls were always 
worth looking at. 

In all public activities, it may be noted, it was the men who 
figured. Girls made only their brief and formal appearances 
with their appropriate kienga ; married women had no part 
in public life at all. They never appeared in court in person, 
but were represented by a male relative. They could not 
enter the main hall of a morung ; to do so was not taboo, 
but most immodest. No man could eat game killed by a 
woman. It was unclean, unnatural. Hunting was a man’s 
job. (This taboo, with us, lasted just one week after I bought 
a shotgun. Meat was scarce; I was declared an exception 
on the seventh day.) The legal rights of women were almost 
none, and to all appearances men were paramount in Zemi 
society. And yet the women were the most powerful 
influence in it. 

That this was so was partly, but not wholly, for economic 
reasons. To men fell the heavier and more arduous work, 
but not that which was the most productive. Aside from 
hunting, fishing and war, which were not, in current con- 
ditions, of economic importance, their contribution was 
housebuilding, basketry, and the felling of jungle, all of which 
took a long time and showed no immediate profit. It was 
the women’s work which was of economic value. They 
cooked, brewed and pounded rice, and made the little there 
was go the longest way ; they carried wood and water, they 
sowed, weeded and reaped (though the men took their share 
here); they spun and dyed, they wove and sewed, they 
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kept the home and raised the family. A man alone was 
condemned to poverty; and a lad who wished to marry 
must pay heavy compensation to the girl’s father for the loss 
of a valuable asset. So, too, the death of a wife and mother 
was the worst disaster which could befall a house I once 
saw a village where a smallpox outbreak, by a freak incidence 
of vaccinations, had spared the men and the children under 
ten and removed, almost without exception, the women from 
sixteen upwards. The economic life of the village was at 
a standstill. The young men worked the fields, a task for 
which they, as a fraction of the normal labour available, were 
far too few, and the married men were penned in their houses, 
coping, with a pathos I cannot describe, with whole families 
suddenly motherless. It was a most forcible illustration of 
the Naga women’s place. 

Women, then, were a very strong folk. The influence 
they wielded, aside from that which affection and sentiment 
would in any case have allowed—for family life is everything 
to a Zemi—was remarkable. Nor did the women take their 
responsibilities lightly. They were, behind the scenes, the 
real rulers of the community. They could on occasion take 
action as such; I have known, in a village riot, the women 
arm themselves with clubs and go in in a body to break it up, 
each mother collecting her sons and each wife her husband 
and running them out by force to cool off at home. How 
many times, too, have I heard a Zemi snort to his cronies 
about his wife’s opinions ; plan to do this, go here, buy that, 
engage upon bold adventures ; and come back sadly in the 
morning to say: “‘ My wife won't let me” ? 
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THE AFFAIR OF DEGALANG 


T half-past ten on a bright October morning Degalang 
the dog-boy eloped with Dinekamba’s sister. 


Namkia and I were in the family’s rice-field at the 
time, making a colour-film of Dinekamba and his uncle 
threshing. Dinekamba was a slim, pleasant-faced boy of 
seventeen, and he and his sister, who were orphans, lived 
with their uncle Rangalang in a house at the top of the village 
street, near the big pomelo-tree. I didn’t much care for the 
girl, She was pretty, in an elfin way, but she looked sly. 

Here in the field the cut rice was piled in a red-gold ring. 
The aunt, a drab figure in mud-coloured clothes, exactly like 
all the other wives of Laisong, gleaned and gathered the 
sheaves. Rangalang, his curly, rusty hair full of dust, swept 
the small sheaves into big armfuls and threw them out to 
Dinekamba. He, his long ear-tassels bobbing, drew them 
against his feet on the mat and beat them with a ribbed 
wooden fan—beat them and shook them up, beat them and 
shook them up; and the grain fell showering out on the 
smoky cane matting, a golden rain before the colour-camera. 

We came back home in the twilight to find no dog-boy. 
He had strolled off in the morning, the cook said, and had 
not come back. The cook himself, always tender towards 
animals, had fed the vocal and hungry Khamba. We debated 
the matter in the front room, the lamp lit, the door still open 
on the veranda and the warm night. I was indignant ; 
Namkia, I remember, non-committal. At that moment, in 
the doorway, in the spread of light from the hurricane lamp, 
appeared a breathless, angry, sweating Rangalang. He was 
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panting, having run full tilt from the village. He was still 
stripped to his kilt and covered in dust and husks, just as he 
had come up with us from the fields. 

“Where's Degalang?” he said. ‘‘ Where’s Degalang ? 
My girl’s missing.” 

Namkia turned to him with, I thought, a trace of triumph. 

** Ga-le,” he said. ‘“* Not here.” 

There is, in that simple Zemi negative, a finality and an 
expression of utter absence irreproducible in English. It was 
not merely that Degalang was not there ; he could not possibly 
have been less present. And in the same word, by some subtle 
inflection, Namkia conveyed that he knew exactly what had 
happened and that it was Rangalang’s own fault. Rangalang 
made a noise like a cat spitting ; and disappeared, running 
again, into the dark. Namkia, when he turned round again, 
was smiling a feline smile. 

He was right, as it happened; it was to a large extent 
Rangalang’s own fault. 

The young couple had been in love for some time—almost 
since we first came. But, though Zemi tradition favoured 
lovers, holding that they should have their way and that inter- 
ference was wrong, both parents and village had put as many 
obstacles as possible in Degalang’s way. The Laisong bucks 
resented his intrusion, and even more than that, probably, his 
success. One night when he was known to be with her in 
the girl’s dormitory, a band of youths raided it. They pulled 
him down from the bench and her arms, dragged him to 
the door, and pitched him out into a rainy night and a cold, 
wet street with the intimation that he need not come back. 
There was so much feeling about this in Impoi that, for a 
time, Laisong bucks were there in danger of assault. From 
Rangalang and the family he had even less encouragement. 
Degalang was poor and so undesirable. She had other, more 
eligible admirers in Laisong itself. As soon as’ it was clear 
his intentions were serious, she was forbidden to see him. 
They were young, they were very much in love ; Rangalang 
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might have foreseen the result. That morning, she had told 
her aunt she was going to fetch firewood. She had taken 
her axe and basket, which concealed her trousseau, and she 
had slipped out and off to the woods, the picture of maidenly 
virtue. Degalang had left his baggage in camp, and carelessly, 
casually, wandered off and away. Where they met we never 
discovered ; nor does it matter. But at noon they were seen, 
travelling together, on the road to Impoi; and that night 
they settled as man and wife in the back room in the house 
of Degalang’s elder brother. 

At any other season of the year they would have won ; 
their fait accompli would have been acknowledged. But it 
was the middle of harvest. There was a strict taboo on 
marriage, as there was, indeed, on everything which magically 
or actually might interfere with the all-important work. 
Their sudden act, their violent breach of custom, jeopardized 
the whole of Laisong’s crops. In the utmost agitation a party 
of headmen and elders went off next day to insist that she 
return, at least till the harvest was over. 

There was an all-day meeting at Impoi at which priests, 
headmen and relatives argued themselves husky over the 
merits and implications of the case. But the vital harvest 
won. She was, at the end of the meeting, persuaded to come 
back, on the clear and definite promise that she should marry 
Degalang in the spring, when the New Year feast of Hgangi 
was over and the wedding season began. As soon as she 
reached the house again, Rangalang announced that never, so 
long as he lived, should Degalang have her ; but nobody took 
much notice. The promise was given, if not by Rangalang, 
at least by the village elders, and considering his loss of face, 
some such salving statement was only to be expected. The 
harvest took up our attention, and everyone forgot about 
Degalang until the following spring. 

He had left us by then. I had myself completely forgotten 
the matter, till one day, on leaving the house, I found the 
camp full of the elders of Impoi, and in their midst, as they 
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sat on the level space outside the kitchen, a2 Namkia even 
gloomier than they. I asked the reason. It appeared that 
the marriage season had begun. In response to Degalang’s 
anxious requests, they had come over to see Rangalang and 
make formal application for the girl. They had been met 
at the door by a stream of abuse, a flat refusal, and a denial 
that any understanding existed. So there was Degalang in 
floods of tears in the lines, his cloth flung over his head and 
the cook weeping in sympathy beside him; and the girl 
crying herself sick in the village—she was pregnant now, 
anyway ; and the deputation down here to see what Namkia 
could do. 

Namkia himself was not at all sure he could do anything. 
He came into the house to think it over, and sat there, biting 
his lip. At last he took leave of absence for the afternoon 
and went off up the village, prepared, apparently, for a stern 
struggle, with the deputation trailing raggedly behind him ; 
and that was the last we saw of them till five o’clock. 

It was just on the edge of evening and not yet dusk when 
Namkiacamehome. He walked wearily. The dust of verbal 
battle, so to speak, still clung to him. He was very hoarse. 
In his hand he carried the white cloth of betrothal, the formal, 
clinching present from bride’s father to groom ; and he 
vanished into the lines with it to Degalang. | 

By all accounts it was a notable combat. The opening 
rounds found Rangalang strongly entrenched and Namkia 
probing for an opening. He discovered it. The Rangalang 
family were hard up; a wealthy Laisong suitor was nosing 
the hook. Then battle began, barrage upon barrage of 
accusation, thundering denunciations of their mercenary in- 
stincts, reminders of the Zemi tradition of leniency towards 
lovers, bitter reproaches for their breach of faith, prophecies 
of shame and disaster, and all in one overwhelming flood of 
eloquence in which I don’t believe Rangalang managed to 
inject a defensive sentence. I felt considerable sympathy for 
Rangalang there. Namkia in the full tide of oratory 1s 
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cataclysmic. Bewildered, outflanked, shaken, Rangalang 
abandoned his main defences and conceded the principle of 
the match. 

He was lost. Never relaxing pressure, Namkia fought him 
back point by point and pig by pig through every stage of 
the marriage-price. Almost single-handed, the Impoi head- 
men only a murmuring background to him, like distant small- 
arms heard through the crash of artillery, he beat Rangalang 
down from Rs 60/- and goods of the same value to Rs 20/-, 
a necklace, one pig, and a cooking-pot. Now and then, true, 
Rangalang madea stand ; but never forlong. By five o'clock 
it was over and he and his had collapsed, stunned, deafened, 
and beaten to the ground. The girl was Degalang’s at Dega- 
lang’s own price. It was only a question then of sparing the 
conquered’s feelings. Namkia left the Impoi headmen with 
a pot of beer to do that, and came on home with the news. 

A year later, he and I came into the head of the village street. 
It was almost dark. We had been out for a turn round the 
jungle with the new shotgun, and had, as usual, seen nothing 
larger than a dove. Before us the twilight street was full 
of evening activity. Field-parties were returning, trudging 
heavily under full baskets; spear-armed youths, returned 
travellers, turned in at their morungs, from whose high gables 
blue smoke curled out into the still air. Indeed, a thin haze 
of it hung over the whole village, drifting out through thatch, 
coiling from porches ; the friendly and familiar sight which 
ended every day, infinitely comforting in its repetition and 
calm security. Below us, the shadow of the hill had swallowed 
the camp. The rounded spur was blue; blue against the 
warm Nenglo slope, up whose grass the shadow was now 
marching. 

There, in the porch at Rangalang’s, the girl was sitting with 
her baby. 

“ Hallo!” saidI. “ Why have you come home ?—Visiting 
the family ? Ask her, Namkia.” 

He did so. She shrugged her shoulders and said that 
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Degalang’s brother had sent her. There was something 
wrong. It was in her tone of voice and in Namkia’s manner. 
I asked no other questions. We turned and left. 

The following morning the Impoi headmen arrived. All 
day they conferred with Rangalang and the Laisong elders. 
Dinekamba, who was now our scullion, was at the meeting, 
That evening, as I went out for a stroll, I ran into him on 
the village path. He was hurrying, almost running. He 
was crying openly ; the tears were streaming down his face. 

Poor Dinekamba ! and poor Degalang, too! The truth 
was out; the Rangalangs were disgraced. The girl was a 
kleptomaniac. During the year, she had stolen constantly 
and repeatedly from every house in Impoi. Degalang, still 
in love, had done his best to cure her. He had paid up, 
worked off the debts, begged for her at the village council ; 
now, when the whole of Impoi demanded her expulsion, 
his brother had sent her away for the sake of the family name. 
And Degalang wept, alone, in the back room. 
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SYMPHONY ON TWO FLOORS 


T the end of the same October which saw the elope- 
ment I went to Calcutta for a ten days’ holiday and 


shopping-spree. I had been a year up-country ; the 
cobwebs needed shaking off: I took Namkia along. 

He had never been farther in his life than Silchar on one 
side and Kohima on the other, and was not in the least keen to 
risk more. When I happened to pass his compartment while 
the train was halted at Maibong he was sitting bolt upright and 
staring in front of him like a man heading for death. He bade 
farewell to the few stray Naga fruit-vendors on the platform 
almost with tears ; he dared not look, I think, at his receding 
hills, lest they unman him. But at Lumding, where we caught 
the Down Mail, he discovered a stall which sold palatable curry 
and cheered up. 

As to myself, there was a party of Europeans dining in 
the Lumding refreshment room. They were the first white 
people I had seen for four months. I stared and stared—how 
odd, how knobbed and craggy they were, after the smooth 
Mongol faces ; how pallid the woman was, like a plant left 
in the dark !_ How strange the usual seemed after the separ- 
ation ; I couldn’t stop looking. They must have thought I 
was mad. Oddly enough, one only notices these things after 
the first spell away from one’s kind ; after that the gap seems 
to close, and one makes the transition between the two worlds, 
without the same shock of surprise. 

At Amingaon Namkia made a friend. As we waited for 
the train to start, I saw him standing in the doorway of the 
servants compartment in all his glory of scarlet blanket, 
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golden-yellow necklaces, black kilt and well-oiled cane knee- 
rings. In front of him was a growing crowd whose front 
rank was composed of assorted vendors; gaping spectators 
formed the rest. In the space which remained in front of the 
carriage paraded a little brown terrier of a sepoy, belonging, 
apparently, to some military police detachment posted at the 
station. Curious, I strolled past, and heard the sepoy answer- 
ing the crowd’s questions. Pride and delight were in his very 
strut, in the tilt of his hat; in his excitement he raised his 
voice, so that one heard his answers but not what the onlookers 
asked. | 

“Yes, he is an important person. He is of my own caste. 
He, too, isa Naga. We may eat from the same dish. Seller ! 
Bring some soda-water for my Naga brother! Oh, there! 
—bring some cigarettes !” 

Both vendors jumped to it, and passed their wares up, 
with blandishments, to Namkia. 

‘Nothing is too good. I will pay all!” The little man 
swung suddenly round on Namkia. “ O my brother ! Take, 
please, some cigarettes as a present from me ! It is so very long 
since I saw another Naga; and it has made me so happy !” 

Namkia, the old sinner—what he must have been as a 
buck !—posed there, so statuesque and conscious of himself, 
in the narrow doorway; the heavy scarlet drapery falling 
from his bare shoulders ; under the bare lights and the black, 
barren, girdered roof, he was a magnificently barbaric figure. 
Europeans were stopping to look now, at the back of the 
crowd. And how Namkia enjoyed it; and how, without 
catching my eye openly, knew that I knew he did, and enjoyed 
that, with his own particular humour, a puckish savouring of 
his own misdeeds. With polite reluctance he took a packet 
of cigarettes from the vendor, chose and lit one, and said, the 
crowd hanging on his words : 

“Yes, my brother, we are both Nagas. I thank you for 
your presents. Though you are an Ao and I am a Zemi, yet 
we are both of the same caste.” 
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The train gave a shrill shriek and jerked forward and I fled 
for my carriage. 

This encounter not merely raised his morale, but boosted 
it to well above normal level. I had to wait till Calcutta, 
though, to hear his subsequent adventures. These began after 
the change of trains at Parbatipur. There was then no ser- 
vants’ compartment, and he found himself lodged, as one of 
sixty or so, in a crowded third-class carriage. Such an 
exceptional figure could only arouse curiosity. Courteous, 
like all Zemi, he answered fully at first and most politely. 
But with a few the thirst for information overbore good 
manners. Newcomers bombarded him with the same old 
questions. Earlier inquirers, emboldened by his mild manner, 
pushed matters to prodding point—to fingering, to demands, 
even, for scraps of his dress as souvenirs; and his patience 
began to shrink. At last some innocent crowned it all by 
asking, in a hushed voice, whether Nagas were really, as the 
plainsmen all believed them to be, cannibals. Namkia took a 
deep breath. 

“Oh, yes!” he said, and resettled himself in the slight 
space which appeared, by magic, it seemed, on the crowded 
bench. “I couldn’t tell you the number of times I’ve tasted 
human flesh.” 

There was a sharp backward movement from his vicinity. 

He shifted a little to give himself elbow-room, and went on 
with an air of simple veracity : 

“In the last famine, my wife and I decided we should have 
to eat one of the children. 

“We couldn’t make up our minds (we had four, you know) 
whether to eat the eldest, who was about ten, because there 
would be more meat on him and we could smoke it down, 
or whether to take the youngest, which was quite a baby, 
because we shouldn’t miss it so much, and we could easily 
have another. We argued for hours. 

“IT decided at last against killing the eldest. He'd been 
such a trouble to rear. Unfortunately, my wife was fond of 
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the baby. You never heard such a scene—eventually, though, 
I insisted on killing it; and it really was extremely good, 
most tender—boiled, with chillies. But my wife, poor 
woman, was most upset. She cried the whole time and 
couldn’t touch a mouthful.” 

By this time, not only was the bench on which Namkia 
sat empty, but most of the passengers had congregated, with 
starting eyes, on the far side and at the opposite ends of the 
carriage. With a final look round him and a benign smile, 
Namkia spread out his bedding and slept in comfort, at full 
length, all the way to Calcutta; and every time a fresh 
entrant approached him with a hint to move over, the rest 
of the carriage said, as one: “‘ Look out! Man-eater !”” and 
Namkia turned slowly over and murmured : “ Now the last 
time I tasted human flesh——” 

He told me the story with immense delight as soon as we 
arrived. 

Calcutta’s swarming crowds and endless streets frightened 
the life out of him. He could find his way about the jungle 
like a wild animal ; but one minute on a pavement, and he 
was lost for good. I had to bribe a hotel bearer to keep an 
eye on him for part of the time and take him about with me 
for the rest ; which led us into some curious places and situa- 
tions. I doubt whether the Ladies’ Department at the Army 
and Navy Stores ever really recovered. Even the hotel 
itself bewildered him. He had never seen or heard of a three- 
storey building before, and the ramifications of the Great 
Eastern, in which, as he truthfully said, you could put some 
half a dozen Zemi villages and still have room for a morung 
in the dining-room, had him baffled from the start. 

The very first night there, when I had gone out to dinner 
and he was sleeping as a guard in the corridor outside my 
room, he had occasion to go down to the courtyard. He 
found his way down all right ; but when the time came to 
return, he climbed up only one floor, instead of two, and 
began to roam round and round in the half-dark, in a state 
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of almost complete nudity, in a search for his own bedding. 
All round the first floor servants woke and saw this terrible 
figure stooping over them—hungry, it was to be supposed, 
and in search of meat. They clapped their blankets over 
their heads, fell on their faces, and began praying all they 
knew for deliverance to their several Gods ; and poor Namkia, 
more and more lost, more and more mazed and helpless, 
drifted on, convinced that he would be arrested as a suspected 
thief, clapped into jail, and never seen again. 

At last some bolder spirit suggested he go up one floor 
higher. Looking in the dimness like an anxious tiger, he 
padded away up the spiral iron stair. Then, on the second 
floor, the harlequinade was repeated again, till he came round 
the last corner (it would be the final one), saw his own bedding, 
and sank on to it with a groan of relief. He was still lying 
there in a state of nervous collapse when I came home. From 
that moment on he insisted in sleeping in my room on the 
mat below the punkah. It was, he said, cooler ; and, more 
important, his elder sister the She-Sahib could keep an eye 
on him. 

Two years later in Shillong, an officer, seeing Namkia and 
Haichangnang waiting outside on the hotel drive, pointed 
them out to me as Nagas—he didn’t suppose, he said, I had 
seen any before—and told me a highly garbled version of this 
story. 
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at Laisong. The Zemi New Year Feast of Hgangi fell 
directly after; so it looked as though we were in for a 
riotous time. 

We were. 

By dint of a great deal of scraping and stinting I had saved 
up enough to buy a small mithan. This wasbrought over from 
Tolpui, up the valley, killed by the cook and left at the water- 
point for the village blacksmith to cut up. I had arranged 
to go down and supervise this, but some domestic crisis 
intervened at the critical moment, and when I ran down there 
at last—alas ! for the slate-grey hide I had planned as a bedside 
rug, for steaks, for sirloins, for any joint whatever! Hide 
and all, the carcase had been hacked to pieces with dao and 
axe, in the purest Naga style ; nothing remained but a pile of 
tripe and a mound of bleeding hunks weighing a pound or so 
each. The cook and I went gingerly through the heap. After 
much gruesome Scotland Yard work, we found something 
which, by a stretch of the imagination, might once have been 
rather like a roasting piece. So that was chosen; and we 
sent it back to camp for my Christmas dinner next day. 

At eleven o’clock on Christmas morning, the cook reported 
sick with fever. But, he said, he had arranged everything 
with Paodekumba. I was on no account to spoil my holiday 
by sweating over a stove myself. 

When, that evening, Namkia entered the room with a 
triumphant sweep and my Christmas feast on a tray, he laid 
before me a sodden bone—a bone wringing, waterlogged ; 
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Stone-dragging 
a bone from which depended in places ragged bunches of what 


seemed to be wet, brown string—my poor joint, warmed in 
tepid fat some time that morning, laid in a gallon of water, 
and boiled unremittingly ever since. 

I opened a tinned tongue. 

Hgangi began a few days later. This great feast marks the 
turn of the year. It opens with the parting of the dead from 
the living; with its main day, Hgangi itself, the old year 
closes and the new begins ; during its course, huge, stylized 
wooden effigies are set up at the gates to the village, and 
ceremonially speared by the men and boys—a relic of human 
sacrifices; and the various religious ceremonies, omen- 
takings and holidays run on for a full fortnight. 

The week before the feast was almost entirely given up to 
bringing in large slabs of stone to finish the graves of the 
year’s dead. It was astonishing what weights were moved, 
and across what country. Only manpower was used, but 
until one has seen what can be done by it, properly handled, 
one can have no real conception of its efficiency. Once one 
has seen it, Stonehenge and Avebury are comprehensible. I 
always wished I could hear Namkia, who had dragged, and 
superintended the dragging of, many stones in his time, give 
his expert opinion on those two monuments. 

The working rule is to carry uphill and drag down. To 
take a stone up a slope it is built into a horizontal scaffolding, 
an arrangement of stout poles lashed together on either side 
of and behind and before the stone, allowing perhaps a hundred 
men to surround it to take the weight. The stone is then 
lifted and carried as though in a litter, on men’s shoulders. 
To bring a stone down, or along the level, it is first jacked 
on to a stout sledge made from a forked tree-trunk and 
then dragged by gangs of men heaving in unison. The Zemi 
have a heaving-chant, a slow “‘ Ho—ho—Hoi!” with the 
time given by a cheer-leader, who, if not alongside his team 
like a tug-of-war coach, may stand on the stone itself, like 
the overseer in an Egyptian frieze. 
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The work is not without danger. Close to the bridle-road 
between Asalu and Impoi, where the track curves round a 
spur through high grass, they still point out to you a stretch 
of twenty yards or so where the ground is “‘ bad” ; accursed. 
There have been two fatal accidents there, within a few yards 
of each other. One concerned a large, flat table-rock, a little 
way up the hill; the other, the shattered fragments of a big 
stone, just visible in the grass a dozen paces below the lip of 
the road. 

The first tragedy had nothing to do with stone-dragging. 
In the old days of Impoi’s glory, when it boasted a hundred 
and forty houses and stone walls, the bucks were out hunting. 
One of the stops, a young lad, overcome with heat and bore- 
dom, lay down to sleep in the lee of the table-rock. The 
hunt, in the forest above, started a sambhur, and the hunted 
deer, in full flight down the hill with dogs and men after it, 
leapt clean over the flat rock—and came down right on the 
boy. 

The second occurred almost where the road runs now. In 
those days the path to Impoi followed almost the same line ; 
you see it still as a hollow ditch above or below the shelf of 
the Government track. Impoi were dragging in a huge slab 
for a grave. The whole manpower of the village was there, 
with reinforcements from the other villages of the group ; 
an immense, an unwieldy body, numbering, they say, three 
hundred men. 

Suddenly, as they were crossing this short slope, the last 
man on the rope slipped and fell in front of the sledge. There 
were shouts, confusion, cries to the teams to stop. They 
were not heard above the din of chanting. An onlooker 
snatched out his dao and cut the haulage-ropes. Down went 
the whole body of pullers, flat; but it was too late. The 
man had gone under the sledge, and he was dead. 

They cut the lashings and pushed and tumbled the great 
slab down the slope. Then they piled brushwood over 3t, 
and logs and dry wood, in a tall pile, and fired it. They let 
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it burn for a day, stoking it till the stone was red-hot, and 
then like a line of ants they carried water from the near-by 
stream. This they doused until the cold water on the hot 
stone cracked it into the scattered fragments that are seen there 
today below the grassy furrow of the old road. 

Laisong’s biggest stone for that year stood about three- 
quarters of a mile from the village, rather above it and well 
out to the side. It was a good-sized slab, but it was the 
difficult country rather than the weight which made it a tricky 
job to bring in. A path had been cut out to it, and it was all 
that I could do to get there on my own two legs, carrying 
only a camera—over logs, over screes and rubble, over piles 
of rock, through mud, and all across a slope of forty-five 
degrees. It was impossible to drag the stone, so they were 
carrying it, and something like eighty men were taking part. 

About eleven in the morning they manned the scaffolding 
and drag-ropes, two fore and two aft, and started out, lurch- 
ing and straining down the steep drop from the quarry to the 
cut path. The drag-teams came down flat to the ground 
like anchor-men in a tug-of-war, belaying on every stump 
and stub they met, till with a fearful flurry and stagger and 
reeling to and fro, the stone and its human carpet of carriers 
checked at the bottom and levelled out at the entrance to the 
cleared belt. 

The slope was so steep that not more than a quarter of the 
carriers were taking the weight at any one time ; the rest were 
having all they could do to keep on their feet. Swaying, 
rocking, lurching, now and then careering off down the slope 
with frantic ho-ho-ing all round and every muscle cracking 
among the men on the ropes, they progressed slowly and yard 
by yard towards the village. 

Three times the stone took charge, and the whole body 
swung floundering downhill into the jungle, while the stone 
itself hung unmoved and impersonal above all the frantic 
confusion of human effort. But the last time there was no 
check. Round they swung, down and down, the drag- 
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teams scrambling helplessly along the ground. Their feet 
tore grooves in the loose mould, and found no grip. Down 
went men under the feet of others, who were themselves about 
to fall. There was a frantic note in the ho-ho-ing as they 
fought to halt, to hold, to avert an imminent disaster. Every 
man and boy among the spectators was running to the place. 
Namkia was already in the struggle. I stood burdened with 
heaven knows how many cloths and discarded necklaces, let 
alone the camera; but the old headman caught me by the 
arm and tugged. Down went all my holdings in the jungle, 
the camera on top of the heap; down went his red cloth; 
and we flung ourselves at the nearest empty places, at the head 
of the starboard rope. The others on it were already heaving, 
heels in, backs to the ground. Down the slope we went, 
fighting and fighting, we belayed on a tree and were dragged 
over it, we belayed again, we hung on, we lodged, we held 
—and the rear team took hold at the same time, and the stone, 
bobbing slowly down the hill like a juggernaut above its 
worshippers, checked and swayed gently where it was. The 
ho-ho-ing redoubled. The stone swayed up a foot. We 
took in a fraction on the ropes. Up again a little—and inch 
by inch and step by step we worked it forward on a long slant 
till it reached the path again with the village in plain sight 
not twenty yards away, and, sweating, strained and panting 
though we all were, we brought it in with a run under the 
water-pipes and swept it in a rush of victory to the head of the 
village street. And there it lay at last, lashed round and 
across with its ropes of twisted cane, its scaffolding spreading 
half the width of the street ; still, grey and dead, as though it 
had never, a few minutes before, been crushing men against 
trees or bearing them down under one another's feet. 

A day or two later, when the graves were completed, came 
Hkakngi, the parting of the dead from the living. 

The Zemi believes in an after-life. The dead, he thinks, 
linger in their old homes until forced to go, and after a death 
in the house, food and drink are set out for the ghost at every 
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meal until ceremonial separation is complete. On feast-days, 
sometimes, great bowls of pounded soap-creeper, thick with 
suds, are put out so that the ghosts may bathe, like the living, 
and join the celebrations. At Hkakngi comes the final parting. 
The last sacrifices are made. All that the dead will need in 
the next world, gourds, cloths, tools, seeds, anything else 
omitted from the grave-goods at burial, must be provided 
now. When everything is done, the priest goes up to the 
top of the village. Then, when his ritual there is complete, 
he moves down the street, and, calling aloud, bids the ghosts 
take their possessions and go. When the last of the invisible 
host has passed through the lower gateway and taken the 
Low Road to the land of the dead, the old man shuts the gate, 
and returns again to a village emptied of all but living men. 

The village priest was a most gentle and charming old man. 
I had from him, during my stay at Laisong, more small 
kindnesses than I can ever remember. He always called me 
“Daughter ” and was wonderfully good in admitting me, a 
woman and an outsider, to watch the village ceremonies, and 
in answering questions about the ritual and the underlying 
beliefs. So it was with Hkakngi. 

The preparations were over by noon, and, with Namkia, I 
went to the village to see the final separation. The street 
was entirely deserted. We walked up it between rows of 
half-closed doors, round which, here and there, a woman 
peered. Not a child, not a dog, not a chicken was out; a 
few men stood concealed in house-porches, well back behind 
woodstacks ; and the whole, long, stony space was clear under 
the noon sun. 

We were half-way up it when there was a long cry behind 
the upper morung. Namkia pulled me back at once to one 
side, behind a fence and a big boulder. The priests had 
finished their ceremony at the upper gate, and were coming 
down, telling the ghosts to go. The living must all withdraw ; 
for souls are chancy things, easily drawn away into the passing 
crowd of spirits, and, when the soul goes, the body dies. 
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The old priest came into sight at the head of the street. 
He carried a smouldering brand ; the grey smoke coiled gently 
up from it as he walked. There was not a breath of air. The 
old man’s white hair glinted in the sunshine. His voice was 
unexpectedly clear in the hush. 

“O all you dead! Go to your own place and leave the 
living here. O all you dead! It is time to part. Let the 
living remain, and let the dead go!” 

There was something indescribably melancholy in the cry. 
There was something eerie, too. The old priest himself had 
lost a son that year. The earth was red and raw over the 
new gravestone, just across the street from where we stood. 
We neither of us moved. It felt cold in spite of the windless- 
ness and the sun. 

The old man passed on. He turned the corner by the 
lower morung, and his voice came back from behind it : 

“O all you dead! Go to your own place——’ 

Still nobody stirred. The silence lasted, perhaps, for five or 
six minutes ; and then we heard the priest’s voice proclaiming 
as he returned. 

“The dead have gone to their own place! The dead are 
separated from the living !_ The dead have gone to their own 
place !” 

The tension relaxed. Doors opened, pigs were kicked 
squealing out, men laughed and talked, and all through the 
village life and movement came flowing back. 

A day or two later the pigs destined to provide the feast 
were turned loose and caught in much the same way as the 
Pokpat mithan had been, except that the proceedings were 
ona smaller and informal scale. The pigs were simply chased 
out of doors by their owners in the early morning into a 
crowd of catchers massed a few yards from the house ; some 
of the bigger boars were filled up with rice-beer first to give 
the chase more zest. The staff were, of course, in it up to the 
hilt. The Zemi have an engaging custom by which the 
winner of a contest is de-bagged, or rather, de-kilted, by any 
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elder present, on the ground that anyone so gifted by nature 
can spare mere ornaments to those less favoured. The chase 
took place about six or half-past ; and at eight o’clock, when 
I was wondering if any of the men would return, and when, if 
ever, I should get some breakfast, a small boy appeared with a 
message. Paodekumba, it seemed, had caught the big pig. 
He had been debagged on the spot by the senior priest, and 
was now in seclusion in the lower morung. He couldn’t 
report for duty until we sent him something to come home in 
—a kitchen clout would do. A spare kilt was despatched. 
And ten minutes later, Paodekumba, rather sheepish, was 
washing dishes again at the kitchen sink. 

His long absence, and the fact that the others all came back 
again drunk, upset from the start the never-stable cook. I 
could sympathize with him, for Namkia drunk was, as I knew 
to my cost, a holy terror, and for some reason he always vented 
his fury on the current cook. The more he drank, the more 
his rage piled up, till, at the height of his bout, he was scream- 
ing abuse and insults as though murder were imminent. 
Even so, it was all right so long as the wretched victim kept 
quiet ; for Namkia would eventually rant himself to a stand- 
still, or go to sleep, or think of another enemy, and in the 
morning deny with indignation every act and word of the 
night before. Unhappily, the cook never did keep quiet. 
An hour or so of vituperation, and he would fly in on Namkia 
and scream hysterically back, and then the fat would really be 
in the fire, for Namkia was almost mad for the time being, 
and the cook had a brother in an asylum and was probably 
half-mad anyway ; and I had to come scudding out and break 
up the party before the cook took the kitchen knife to Namkia 
or Namkia a dao to the cook. At any rate, on this particular 
day the cook’s nerves troubled him from breakfast onwards ; 
I could hear him snapping and squealing at Paodekumba like a 
peevish woman. 

At ten o'clock there was a sudden confusion which brought 
us all out running. There on the slope between our water- 
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point and the village the entire strength of both morungs was 
embroiled. It had started over the pig-catching—A, of one 
morung, had bumped or bored B—and somewhere in the 
middle of the mélée were the two original combatants, each 
with hands locked in the other’s thick shock of hair and 
tugging away till they were almost on the ground. Round 
them, in one reeling, kicking, struggling, punching, hair- 
pulling rugger-scrum, were all the friends who had gone to 
their assistance, the friends who had gone to the aid of the 
friends, and every other boy or buck able to kick, scratch, or 
bite; while round the outskirts danced the village elders, 
screeching shrilly and waving scrawny brown arms—not in 
any attempt to stop the battle, but shrieking abuse at the 
enemy and encouragement to their respective grandsons. 
The cook tiptoed out barefoot, long, lean and timid, took one 
look, screamed like a rabbit, and ran back to the cookhouse, 
sobbing aloud and stumbling in his skirt-like Jungi, and there 
had an attack of the vapours in Paodekumba’s arms. 

By five o’clock that afternoon Namkia was in the village 
and fighting drunk, and I was praying he would stay there. 
The cook’s strained nerves had snapped, and he had given a 
loud scream at some minor irritation and slapped Paodekumba. 
He had had enough of the cook, slapped him back, left him 
weeping, dismissed himself from my service, and doubled 
off up the village to get drunk with Namkia. There was not 
a soul left in the place except the cook, who, sniffing miserably, 
served my dinner. When darkness fell, I left him to any 
hysterics he cared to have, barred myself into the basha, and 
made a New Year resolution to celebrate all future Hgangis 
whatsoever in civilization. 

Like most New Year resolutions, it was never kept. 
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various propitiatory sacrifices to spirits were not the 

only times when the unseen world impinged upon 
ours. One way and another, the supernatural was always 
with one in Naga life. Sometimes mysterious lights were 
seen in the remote jungle on the surrounding hills and the 
men claimed that they were “ spirit-fires”’ ; sometimes there 
were alarms at night and half the household declared they 
heard cries and eerie whistling. But the “ spirit-fires ” always 
looked to me like brushwood burning, and though I heard 
the cries twice, and couldn’t identify the animal making them, 
I never managed to hear the whistles at all. My scepticism, 
however, received a sharp jolt when in January of 1941 we 
developed a poltergeist in the camp itself. 

It began when Haichangnang complained of disturbances 
in his quarter, which was the last one, at the far end of the 
lines. The door, he said, was being shaken at night and 
sometimes flung down, and pattering noises were heard, as 
of a pig or dog running. I briefly suggested he drink less. 
But he found the trouble serious enough, and soon abandoned 
his own room and moved in next door with Hozekiemba 
the gardener, Samrangba’s successor. Noises, however, con- 
tinued, and when, a week or two later, I returned from a trip 
to Hangrum, both Hozekiemba and the old caretaker, who 
had been left in charge, asked me to leave more men on the 
place next time, as voices had been heard at night in the empty 
bungalow. 

Whatever it was had, in the interval, moved several stages 
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up the lines. Almost everyone had heard it by now, and it 
had taken—of all noises for a ghost to make !—to blowing 
“ raspberries”. Then the cookhouse became affected. There 
were fearful crashes at night as though a whole stack of pans 
had fallen, and when the men came running, there was nothing 
disturbed. The manifestations, too, were growing more 
frequent. There was one almost every night now ; and, at 
the beginning of February, the thing spread to the bungalow. 

I was sitting by the fire in the living-room one evening 
after dinner and reading peacefully enough, when I suddenly 
heard a pattering as of a heavy dog trotting down the outside 
veranda. My mind leapt to Khamba and the risk of leopards, 
and I caught up a flashlight, opened the nearest door, and 
jumped out to catch him. As I laid hold of the door-bar the 
noise was opposite me, but as I came out I stopped short, for 
there was nothing there. I thought he must have leapt out 
over the railing, and swept the torch-beam round the ground 
outside ; but there was no sign of anything; and then I 
hailed the lines, and was told that Khamba was safely tied 
up there that minute, and hadn’t been off the chain since dusk. 

A few nights later exactly the same thing happened. The 
third time I heard it, I didn’t bother to look out. 

The next appearance in the bungalow was sheer farce, and 
rather vulgar at that. (Phenomena, by the way, were going 
on in the lines all this time as well.) It was at the usual time 
in the evening, about an hour after dark, and I was just starting 
dinner. The camp table was pushed up to the partition wall 
between the two rooms and was just beside the connecting 
doorway, and the hurricane lamp on it cast a ring of light 
round the table and myself and for a yard or so through the 
doorway into the bedroom beyond. I had a book propped 
against the sauce-bottle and was half-way through a plate of 
pumpkin soup, when off went a loud, explosive “ raspberry, 
as unmistakable and as concrete as a “raspberry ” can be, 
just beyond the doorway and within a yard of where I sat. 
I could tell the spot to a foot, and it was well within the 
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ring of light. I put down the spoon and looked. There 
was the dog-bed, there was the doorway ; there was the wall, 
there was the half-seen room beyond ; and nothing whatever 
odd about any of them. Well, if a spirit wished to amuse 
itself by making rude noises in my bungalow, I could see 
no immediate way to prevent it; so I found my place in 
the book again and went on with my soup, and that was 
the end of that episode. 

Piqued, possibly, by my ignoring it, the incubus next had 
recourse to more alarming methods. The incident occurred 
at the same time and place as the others, in the living-room 
and at about eight o’clock. I was reading after dinner by 
the fire, with the lamp on the table by me and my back to 
the two small windows. The shutters of both were closed, 
and were held shut by a bar across the frame on the inside. 
A string fastened the bar to the matting shutter, and the 
matting’s natural springiness held all fast. A faint noise made 
me look round. There was the bar—which, being new and 
tautly-fastened, it took a sharp pull to dislodge—slipping out 
corner-wise through the window-space as though someone 
standing behind me were handling it, and, the next second, 
the whole freed shutter fell loose with a clatter which, I don’t 
mind saying, startled the living daylight out of me. I yelled 
for the men, and we searched, but found nothing. I made 
Namkia sleep in the house at night, after that, by way of 
company. 

The next manifestation was also a physical one. It came 
at an earlier hour than the others, at about six o'clock, the 
time sacred to my evening bath. At the exact moment, I 
remember, I was standing up and baling water over myself, 
and wishing the wind didn’t blow so fiercely through the 
matting wall. At that minute there was a sharp creak from 
the door. It began to shake and quiver as though someone 
were trying to open it—it was a heavy door, slung from an 
overhead cane—and I gave a yell of outrage, grabbed a towel, 
wrapped it round me, and jerked the door ajar myself to 
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see who it was and rate the intruder. But the bedroom 
beyond was empty. The cold, grey light slanted across the 
bare floor, and I stood there, thoughtful. There had been 
no earthquake. One sharp enough to shake the heavy door 
would have set the house creaking. I saw clearly, too, what 
I had not noticed before, that no one could have reached 
the door, or left it, unheard. The bungalow floors were 
covered with bamboo matting. They were stiff and thick. 
The earth below them had packed and sunk with wear, and 
now when anyone, even the cat, crossed them, the matting 
sagged and crackled inescapably. There had been no sound 
either before or after the door moved. 

A few nights later, when Namkia and I, after an uneventful 
evening, had retired, I to my camp cot, he stretched out 
against the far wall like a big dog, there was a rasping, scuffling 
noise from the small room used as a store. Rats had been 
very destructive recently ; and I was certain they were making 
off with something, and called to Namkia to go and investi- 
gate. He merely hunched himself more tightly in his blankets, 
and said it was the spook, and he wouldn't. 

There was an argument then, he maintaining that he wasn't 
afraid, but that the spook did not steal eggs or chew tea- 
packets, and there was no point in leaving a warm bed on a 
bitter night to paddle about in search of the intangible ; and 
I declaring that until he had investigated, he couldn’t possibly 
tell whether it was the spook or rats. He, however, insisted 
that he could ; so, the noise still persisting (it sounded, say, 
like a brick on a piece of paper being drawn steadily across a 
concrete floor) I said I'd go and see for myself, and tumbled 
shivering out of bed with a flashlight. Namkia then re- 
luctantly wrapped himself in a blanket and followed. 

He was perfectly right. There was no sign of a rat in the 
store. The room was small, not more than ten feet square, 
with rough bamboo shelves on three sides and the usual 
matting floor. I searched it all, peering along the not-very- 
full shelves and behind the jappas, and nowhere could I find 
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anything to account for the noises; which, maddeningly 
enough, continued the whole time at a point impossible to 
place. It was close, certainly within a few feet of us, but I 
could not locate it. Puzzled, and by then distinctly chilly, 
I gave it up and went back to bed. 

An hour or so later the rasping grew so loud that it woke 
me up. This time I was determined to find it. There must 
be something solid to account for the row. Up I got and put 
on a coat, and, followed by a still-reluctant Namkia, searched 
the whole of the store, the back hall and the bathroom 
systematically and chink by chink. I looked in and under 
everything. I opened jappas and boxes; I ran a torch- 
beam along the rafters ; I stamped on the floor, to discourage 
anything underneath ; I routed with a stick in the rat-runs 
at the foot of the walls ; and all the time that wretched noise 
kept steadily and imperturbably on. At the end of half an 
hour’s intensive hunting, I had found nothing. I left it still 
briskly scraping and went to bed. 

The fifth and last visitation was, perhaps, the oddest. 

The cook and the rest of the staff had gone to a village 
party, but Namkia remained behind on his usual bodyguard 
duty. We sat up talking by the fire, and it was perhaps 
eleven or after when we both heard a low murmur of voices 
in the cookhouse, which was at the bungalow end of the lines 
and only about twenty feet in a direct line from us. Namkia, 
saying he wanted to have a word with the cook, jumped 
up and went out by the back door, and I sat on waiting, 
listening, half-consciously, for the sound of normal con- 
versation, for obviously the cook and the others supposed me 
asleep, and had been whispering. But there was no sound, 
though the murmuring had now stopped ; and there, all of a 
sudden, was Namkia back again, to say that the lines were in 
darkness and quite deserted, and that everything, the cook- 
house included, was fast barred from the outside and just as 
it had been left. We looked at one another for a moment, in 
silence ; and then, without comment, turned in. 
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There were no more manifestations after that inside the 
bungalow, but the phenomena continued in the lines for 
another month or so. They grew gradually less, however, 
at much the same speed as they had increased, until at the 
end of March they ceased entirely. They never recurred. 
I offer no explanation. We had rats before the spook 
appeared. Rats and rat-noises continued during its activities, 
but, as Namkia rightly claimed, they were distinct from it, 
either at once or upon investigation, and, when the ghost 
had vanished, rats and rat-noises unhappily remained. There 
was no child, servant or villager who was even a candidate 
for suspicion. To take the case most susceptible of human 
explanation, that of the voices in the cookhouse, when Namkia 
came out of the bungalow door a few seconds after hearing 
the voices, he overlooked, at once, the cookhouse, the lines, 
and the cleared belt between them and the scrub, for they 
lay below him and to the right. No one could have got out 
and reached cover in the time available, and still have left the 
doors fastened tight behind him with strings tied and heavy 
logs laid against them, as Namkia found them all. The time- 
factor still holds good for anyone standing outside the lines 
and not in them. The cleared belt was steep, wide and 
rough, and I do not think a running man could have got 
across it both unseen and unheard. Had an intruder, on the 
other hand, run back past the bungalow out of Namkia’s 
sight, I, sitting there listening, would have heard him ; bare 
feet running on hard ground are not noiseless. 

The Nagas’ own theory was that the spur was haunted 
ground in any case. Laisong used it before we came as a 
burial-ground in the case of suicides or other accursed deaths, 
and claimed that curious lights were often seen moving there 
in the small hours. It was generally thought that in building 
the camp we must have disturbed a burial, or that the arrival 
of human beings had unsettled the supernatural powers in 
occupation. Nor was there an adolescent with whom the 
phenomena could be connected. The nearest approach was 
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Hozekiemba’s thirteen-year-old son; but he only came to 
the camp at infrequent intervals, while the manifestations 
pursued their independent and very definite course. 

There was a parallel in another Zemi poltergeist, that 
haunting, or reputed to haunt, the rest-house at Hangrum. 
This, a violent sprite, had, too, no apparent connection with 
any human being and manifested itself in a bungalow and 
outbuildings ; once, when we were there, scaring the men 
severely. The bungalow caretaker and his family had had to 
leave the compound and settle outside, the creature's activities 
proving so frequent and such a nuisance. It was a ghost of 
long standing, and its occupation went back over ten years or 
more. Yet, though I stayed at Hangrum a dozen times, I 
never heard or saw any of the reported phenomena and have 
never heard of any European who has. The bungalow was, 
it is true, a creepy place after dark. All bamboo houses let 
off raps and bangs as temperatures change at nightfall, but 
Hangrum would at times go off for minutes on end in a perfect 
fusillade—so violent, one night, that the walls vibrated and the 
shotguns leaning in the corner clinked together. And 
Khamba, oddly enough, though he never turned a hair at 
Laisong, bogy or no, would never on any pretext sleep in 
the bungalow at Hangrum. He howled and whined from 
dusk onwards, till sent away to sleep with the men in the lines. 

We ourselves never saw any of the moving lights on the 
spur, but there was one instance where the villagers claimed 
to have seen them while we were there. In the small hours 
of a dark morning a group of bucks were sitting in the porch 
of the lower girls’ dormitory, which affords, I’m told, a clear 
view over the camp. They suddenly saw a small light, 
which came up from the col, moved over the hill till it reached 
a point behind the bungalow and there vanished. Although 
Namkia in reporting this told me he did so because all the 
men were accounted for that night, I still think the true 
answer was someone returning from an assignation. 

Another apparition was certainly carthly. I was away, 
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Hozekiemba was in charge of the camp, and one night he 
called in the blacksmith—a skinny, impoverished man who 
often did odd jobs for us—to bear him company. To cheer 
the long evening, the smith went off to the village to fetch a 
pot of beer. He was on his way back with it and nearing 
the bungalow, when he almost collided with a dark form 
which rushed on him out of the night. He clutched the pot 
to him and ran like a deer for the lines, convinced that he had 
barely escaped the devil ; and the fiend no doubt ran just as 
fast in the other direction, taking half a tin of my best white 
kerosine with him—the only theft ever made from the 
bungalow. 

One other happening is perhaps worth mention, though 
still without explanation offered. It occurred some years 
later, during our spell with the guerilla forces. 

Namkia went off one morning on leave, to spend a few 
days in his village. That afternoon his porter came hurrying 
back to say that Namkia’s small son had cerebral malaria and 
that they needed the military doctor at once. The doctor 
was out on tour, but he was due the next day at a village one 
march on the far side of Impoi, so I picked a pair of the best 
runners in Laisong and sent them off to intercept him. At 
cockcrow, just before dawn, I woke up. I was lying there 
wondering what had roused me when I heard a man’s voice 
in the death-cry, the terrible shricks a Zemi gives when a 
death has just occurred. It was a long way off, I imagined 
among the houses at the top of the village, and I was surprised 
to hear it at all, as we knew of no one ill. Speculation was 
idle ; so I turned over and went to sleep. 

The next morning, when [ inquired, the men were sur- 
prised. There had been no death in Laisong. 

At noon my two runners returned, with the letter to the 
doctor undelivered. They had reached Impoi late at night 
and had halted in Namkia’s house to wait for dawn. At 
cockcrow, however, the child had died. 
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selves. Take, now, the case of Samrangba, once my 
gardener. 

He had had to go. I didn’t mind him personally ; he was 
a harmless kind of waster, meaning no ill, but somehow never 
there when he was wanted. Scolded, he plodded remorse- 
fully back to the potatoes (which, being love-lorn at the 
time, he planted in heaps whose shape made Namkia laugh 
till he cried) and then, somehow, was just not there again. 
So, after repeated warnings, he was sacked, and his periwig 
hair-cut, his swagger and his serio-comic face were of the 
camp no more. He went off sadly enough, but I don’t think 
he was really sorry. He'd made his pile, and it was in any 
case his uncle, that senile old ass of a headman—ex-headman, 
he was now—who had pushed him into it. He married on 
the strength of his savings and set up house, and all was peace 
and domesticity till autumn. 

His wife, by then, was expecting her first child. The 
event was so imminent that she had gone back home to her 
mother, who also lived in Laisong, which left Samrangba 
ranging alone at large. This would not have mattered, had 
Samrangba only been more gifted with sense and continence ; 
and one night he went on a drinking-bout with a few 
old friends—not that that in itself would have mattered 
either. 

The tale takes up again in the early morning. It was not 
yet dawn, but the sky had begun to grey, and objects—houses, 


trees—were just visible against it. Two early-rising bucks 
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were picking their way down the street towards the gate. 
Suddenly, as they went, they heard a shrick in the girls’ 
dormitory ; a confused clamour, a struggle, gasps and cries. 
Then the door burst open and a man broke out and fled, 
Then a girl ran out. She was crying. She hurried past them 
and disappeared, still weeping, among the houses opposite. 
The two boys looked at one another; and, chilled and 
shocked, they turned back and sat down in the lower morung 
to await events. 

There was in the lower dormitory a pretty girl who had 
long refused Samrangba’s advances. He had courted her, 
everyone knew, for a long time, and would much rather 
have had her than the girl he married. But she was the 
daughter of a prominent house whose standards were far 
superior to those of Samrangba, whose family’s record, as well 
as his own, was unsavoury. More than that, she disliked him 
personally. She could not bear him. On this girl, asleep, 
Samrangba had now in a drunken burst attempted rape ; 
and rape is one of the three capital crimes in the Zemi 
calendar. 

After the brief commotion, the village was still. But, in 
the girl’s house, a hastily-summoned meeting of her male 
relatives was cross-examining her. Had she ever encouraged 
Samrangba ?—had she ever made him a hint, a half-promise 
—for if she had, no case at all could lie. Her story, however, 
held. Her aversion to and refusal of Samrangba were com- 
mon knowledge among the young people, and probably, for 
these things travel, with most of the village as well. Finally, 
the two bucks (who were found in the morung, knowing they 
would be called) gave clinching evidence of identity. The girl 
could only guess that it was Samrangba, by his build, his 
ornaments and his shock of hair, for, though she and the other 
girls had grappled him, he had broken loose and run before 
they could see who it was. But the two young men had 
seen him. They were men of his own morung, and in no 
other circumstances would they have spoken against him ; 
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but the crime was one which broke both the tribal law and 
the code, the set of conventions, by which the young people 
everywhere conducted courtship ; it was not merely a gross 
offence against morality, but a breach of trust and privilege. 
They made no bones about it, they told. Afraid, dishevelled, 
with uncovered face, they had seen him plainly. The raptor 
was Samrangba. 

With the first light, when it was possible to move about 
easily, her kinsmen took their spears and went to kill 
him. 


The morning sun came clear and cold into the bungalow 
bedroom. The sun wasn’t over the Nenglo hill yet; time 
enough to move when it came. The air stirred gently in the 
veranda thatch, where the long straws hung down, loosened 
by the constant wind. There should be, soon, the scrape of 
the back door opening and the careful steps of Namkia 
approaching with the ritual cup of tea. And then, shrill, 
hideous, appalling, came the yells from the village. 

I had never till then heard a Naga roused for blood. I 
leapt for the window, thrusting the shutter back. There 
wasn't a thing to be seen; only the village, quiet in the 
morning chill, the shadow still on it, the sunlight slipping 
slowly towards it down the hill behind. Then, up the narrow 
path which led from the water-point, came Hozekiemba, 
plodding, his black hair bobbing. I hailed him through the 
window. 

**'What’s the matter?” 

“ Boy and girl talk !”’ said Hozekiemba briefly. ‘“‘ Boy 
and girl talk!” 

He vanished, striding, round the back of the house, and I 
fell into my clothes and went to look for Namkia. From 
time to time, a shock at each repetition, those horrible screeches 
came tearing through the air. 

Namkia, it seemed, already knew the story. (He had never 
approved of Samrangba.) 
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The scene in the dormitory, the struggle and screams, had 
sobered up the boy. He ran for his life, aware, by that time, 
of what he had done. He hid himself somewhere in the 
surrounding woods, where a friend found him and warned 
him that the avengers were out. He ran then, ducking from 
cover to cover to reach the village, with the idea of taking 
sanctuary. He didn’t, thank goodness, come into the camp. 
He picked the last house in the street, the one at the very 
bottom, and they took him in. 

He reached it only a little ahead of the hunt. (That was 
when they began to yell, when they found him there.) They 
raced back, shrieking, up the street, to where his mother and 
younger brother, the boy Ningchangba, had barricaded 
themselves in the inner room. They tried to smash in the 
door; they put two spears through the outside wall; and 
would almost certainly have broken in and killed Ningchangba 
had they not been stopped by the headmen and village elders, 
who intimated that the case was now in official hands. Never- 
theless, they ranged the village for most of the morning, 
screaming for blood, stabbing the ground, and shaking their 
spears like a mob of lunatics; shrieking threats, and chal- 
lenging Samrangba’s family, till a village meeting drew off all 
but the quite insane. 

Meantime, in his protector’s house, Samrangba was in the 
inner room. .A ceremonial meal was cooked and served to 
him, as the formal seal of sanctuary. His host, and as 
many friends and kin as he could in the hurry collect, were 
standing sentry at both the entrances. An armed attack 
was perfectly possible, should feeling run really high; an 
attack which, having given sanctuary, they were bound to 
resist. In the morung, the village council was in emergency 
session. 

At all costs bloodshed, and the resulting blood-feud, must 
be prevented. The headmen were not at the moment con- 
cerned with abstract justice. To them, the point of Sam- 
rangba’s crime was that it had opened a rift in the village, a 
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split which might, if action were not taken, destroy the com- 
munity. He was the erring party ; he must go—at least till 
tempers had cooled (which, among Nagas, can happen 
quickly) and the case could be temperately reviewed. His 
wife’s family, since his own dared not appear, tried hard for 
a stay of execution on the grounds of her condition ; but 
his offence was rank, and the council adamant. He had 
to go. 

Just before noon, then, we saw from the camp a long file 
of armed men, neutrals recruited as a village police force, 
descending the steep street with his mother, brother and wife 
escorted between them. They halted opposite the bottom 
house. From the top of the street, by the upper morung, 
came the last few screams of the frustrated killers. Out from 
his refuge came a dumbly miserable Samrangba. He was 
moved into line, the escort closed up, and off they went, to 
take him four miles away, to safety in Kepelo—that useful 
Alsatia, which accepted exiles no reputable village would take. 
His wife and mother, loaded with pots and clothing, wailed 
aloud. The young Ningchangba, who had more nearly 
met death than his brother, was still white. Down the 
wide path the party trooped, in a long line, spears blink- 
ing in the sun; the four escorted figures were dark and 
obvious. 

The ex-headman, Samrangba’s uncle, was standing near 
me when we gathered at the foot of the path to see them go. 
He was weeping, and tears streamed down his crumpled old 
face. 

‘“ My boy, my boy!” he kept crying. “ That this should 
happen to my boy !” 

Seeing me, Samrangba checked, and would have spoken. 
But the guard behind him took him by the shoulder and 
pushed him on, and he submitted and werit. They filed 
away through the gate and down the steep drop outside, and 
the lamentations of the women grew fainter and fainter till 


the hill shut them off. 
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The next day, tempers had cooled. The village court had 
met and two years’ banishment had been decreed. To my 
amazement, Samrangba walked openly into the camp that 
afternoon to see Namkia—sentenced and sacrosanct ; back to 
collect his possessions. 
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THE LOST FOLK 


LL through the Barail area, tucked away behind 
ridges, on precipitous spurs, at the heads of hidden 


ravines, were the lost villages of a vanished people. 

The Zemi said they were the relics of the jungle-folk, the 
Siemi, who had preceded them in the occupation of the 
country. Tradition had it that the Kacharis had wiped them 
out ; certainly the sites were, one and all, in places easily 
concealed and easily defensible, and most of them had, on 
the one spur or neck by which they could be approached, 
double or triple ditches, banks, and even complicated defences 
and walls of dry stone. Whoever built those villages had 
enemies. 

Small settlements, recognizable by their house-platforms, 
which, sometimes stone-faced, cropped out on otherwise 
smooth hillsides, were legion. The Asalu bridle-road crossed 
one a couple of miles from Laisong, and the Nagas could 
lead you, if your legs were equal to the slopes and your hide 
to the prickly jungle, to a dozen others within a day’s march. 
But some of the larger sites were of more interest. 

There was one in the Jiri valley, on a spur two miles to 
the south-east of Nenglo village, where a strongly-defended 
neck between two gullies led to a level ridge. On this, beside 
some denuded house-sites and a peculiar type of bamboo, 
the gareo, associated, for reasons never fathomed, with most 
of these remains, were two large slabs, apparently gravestones, 
of which the smaller bore several engraved designs. Some 
were probably phallic. The others were the curious, crude 
outlines of bare feet. 
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The large stone had been tilted up by a tree which grew, 
a good yard thick, almost from under it. A man could crawl 
by now into the cavity below, and men had, if report were 
true, for legend said that from this hole the “* Nagas of old” 
had fished out some of the old, dull-golden-yellow deo-moni 
beads, which were to them of such immense value; beads 
of unknown origin, which looked like stone, and were, so 
unexpectedly, of primitive glass ; beads which were in them- 
selves a major mystery. Namkia and every Zemi of con- 
sequence wore a string of them. They were heirlooms, 
handed down from father to son, and a good string might, 
at a conservative estimate, cost Rs 200/-. 

Zemi tradition connected the beads very closely indeed 
with the lost race, though with what accuracy one could not 
say. It might merely have been a case of two mysteries 
combined, for convenience’ sake. At any rate, the Zemi believe 
that the Siemi made the beads, and that a bamboo container 
full of them—a fortune at present-day rates—had been buried 
as part of every Siemi’s grave-furniture, each household of 
the settlement contributing a share to the hoard. For this 
reason, they hold, the Siemi concealed their graves. Being 
great magicians, they either split rocks, placed their dead 
inside, and then sealed them up again; or by means of 
incantation they caused great stones to fly from a distance 
and pile up over the grave, so that its exact position could 
not be found. 

Now it is worth considering these two stories in connection 
with the two known classes of pre-Naga funerary monuments. 
The urns of Bolosan and its companion fields are stones whose 
purpose was most definitely to hold the dead. Is the story 
of the split rocks a garbled version of burial in the great stone 
urns? I never, after seeing the Siemi sites in the Barail area, 
had a chance to return to the western plateau and search for 
them there. The Western Zemi I questioned said that there 
were none ; but it is still possible that sites exist. The western 
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old sites by no means obvious, unless revealed in the course 
of cultivation. Certainly, since the urns are there, one would 
expect some pre-Naga settlements, and, whether they resemble 
those of the main Barail or not, their positions relative to 
the urnfields would be interesting. 

There are, however, no urns at all in the Barail, the only 
area where, at present, pre-Naga settlements have been 
identified in North Cachar. The probable graves there are 
covered with large stone slabs, as at the site at Nenglo, at one 
at Khangnam, and at a third near Haijaichak. I think they 
could be found at others. Sites are many; and the dense 
reed-grass, the thick bush-jungle, hide, on an uncleared site, 
anything not big enough to stand above the layer of leaves 
and mould, and everything more than a foot or so from you. 
To crawl round a promising site which you cannot clear is 
agony, an investigator’s hell. These flat slabs, then, might 
perhaps be the “stones which flew from a distance” and 
“covered the whole grave up”. Not likely; but just 
possible. To those who would like a gauge for Naga tradi- 
tion, with its wonderful gift for noting the salient fact and 
then providing a wholly marvellous explanation, I would 
quote just this. The first time that Nagas saw Europeans to 
any extent, and in any number, was the bustle’s heyday. In 
1940 it was still their fixed belief, an unshakable fact, that all 
white people had tails and wore clothes to hide them. 

To return again to the question of ancient beads. The 
stories of these being found on the sites are most persistent. 
During my stay at Laisong Namkia acquired from the Kukis 
of Padhekot, where there is a well-known Siemi settlement, 
a string of quite undoubted deo-moni, which the seller claimed 
had been turned up one by one in cultivating over the old 
house-platforms. I am bound to say that their dull, rather 
brown appearance was consistent with this. Beads always 
in wear have a fine, high, greasy gloss. Namkia later sold 
them for Rs 40/— to a Hangrum man, I being far too broke 
at the time to buy them, as I wanted to do; and later on 
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when I had the money, the owner would not sell. Their 
value as a specimen would have been greater had there been 
any valid evidence of their connection with a Siemi site ; but 
even without they would have been of interest as deo-moni, 
which are by no means easy to buy. 

About a quarter-mile east of Hange village, on one of those 
spurs which jut out from the steep Barail where it runs, like 
a black wall, directly above the railway, was another site. 
This was, perhaps, the most inexplicable of the lot. A narrow 
alley, twenty yards long and winding gently in the shape of 
a reversed S, started for no particular reason on the lip of a 
gully, ran down its outer slope, and ended, equally baldly, 
on the edge of a round, flat pan which suggested a dried pool. 
The alley was two feet deep and two wide ; it was walled 
and paved with stone slabs, uncut, but set to form a smooth 
face; and heaps of rubble along its lip suggested that walls 
had once risen on either side of it above the ground. A few 
worn house-platforms, a long way off up the hill, and more 
traditions of the Siemi than anywhere else, were all that Hange 
could provide as allied remains. The alley, they said, was 
once a walled and roofed path down which the daughters of 
Thang-grung the Siemi King came unseen to draw water. 
But where the king and his daughters lived, or why the 
hidden path should begin so unaccountably some ten feet 
down on the wrong side of a steep slope, were matters on 
which tradition was silent. We searched, scrambling and 
crawling, for an hour or more through the surrounding jungle, 
Namkia commenting crisply, as usual, on my _ perverse 
insanity ; and we left the alley as isolated, as inexplicable a 
relic as when we came. 

Hange had, too, an interesting story, echoed elsewhere, 
that when the Zemi came they found a handful of Siemi 
survivors with whom they intermarried. And it was in the 
Asalu group next door—if anywhere—that one could find the 
clearest traces of the ancient tribe. Not merely in the major 
remains, the stone outwork and the huge settlement which 
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lay a mile from the village on the hill called Chilei, but in 
the village itself, where there still survived a markedly negrito 
cy Pe: 

Its members were, of course, all Nagas in name and descent. 
Nor was the type confined to the Asalu group. It could occur, 
and did, in other Zemi villages, and in other Naga tribes. 
But nowhere in the Zemi area did it appear in such a con- 
centration, or in such purity, as at that time could be seen 
in Impoi. In a village of light-brown complexions, straight 
hair, and near-Mongol faces, the dark skins, steep foreheads, 
thick lips, and above all, frizzy hair, were most conspicuous, 
and when all these features met, as they sometimes did, in 
an individual, the effect was startling. 

The Asalu sites, the largest and most remarkable in the 
district, lay almost due south of the village, on the Barail 
ridge. 

One climbed up to them from the bridle-road, through 
thick woods. At the top of the slope one bumped suddenly 
into stone walls, mounds, ditches ; clumps, for no reason, of 
the odd gareo bamboo. Then you saw that the ridge was 
crowned by a square stone fortification—at first sight square ; 
for, on investigation, the walls died out on slopes, in jungles 
of creeper, in cane-brakes through which not even a Naga 
could cut, and the plan which, accurately, one could put 
down on paper was only a fraction of what had been there 
on the ground, of what could still be hinted at and surmised. 

Inside the double set of walls and ditches were more hum- 
mocks, more walls, lost, now, in a tangle of forest. Tucked 
in one corner, the south-west—if you risked a fall and 
clambered and crawled and clawed your way there through 
thorns and bushes and over the pits and screes of the tumbled 
masonry, all dry-stone work—was an oval pit; and out of 
this, on the north-east side, there opened at a higher level a 
curious, stone-walled Jane, which, crossing the spur, became 
on the far side an unwalled shelf as broad and as made as a 
modern bridle-road. At the edge of the wood it stopped, 
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destroyed by slips, for the hill was grassy and steep ; but there 
was no doubt where it led. It pointed directly down to the 
second site. 

By climbing a short way up the hill one could see below, 
in the thick, deciduous forest, great clumps of a lighter growth 
—gareo bamboo. A strange companion, this, of the Siemi 
sites ; explained by the Naga legend, but fitting in no way 
into soberer archeology ; and yet so often there that we used, 
when searching for a reported site, to look first for gareo. 
If we happened to find it, then sure as fate the remains would 
be somewhere near. If we did not, the search was that much 
more difficult ; and the site, when found, was likely to be 
an uninhabited one, such as the fort or the alley. The gareo 
mostly appeared on the old settlements. It was so here; the 
ravine where the remains lay was thick with forest, and only 
from the gareo, so clearly visible from the opposite hill, could 
we find the site in the first place. 

It was the biggest Siemi settlement we saw anywhere, an 
enormous village. There must have been, in all, between one 
and two hundred houses—as big as any Zemi site, old or 
new. In many places the stone facings to the house-platforms 
still survived. They cropped out here and there in the grass 
and bushes; on the steeper slopes, they might be ten feet 
high. The site lay spread round the head of a valley, con- 
cealed, but not defended. Perhaps the stone outwork on the 
ridge above was its sole protection. We found no other ; 
and the Asalu men, who had seen the area cleared and under 
cultivation, said definitely that there was none. But there 
was, through the very middle of the village site, a deep ditch. 
It was a shallow gully sharply deepened (you could see the 
point at which the cut began) till, when men had done their 
work and the Rains had improved it, a twenty-foot chasm, a 
Devil’s Dyke, divided the two halves of the ancient village. 
And no one could tell us why. 

Now for the Naga legend. 

The Siemi were, it is said, an uncanny race—magicians, 
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small and dark”. They lived in the forested hills; and, 


by a secret process involving the use of fire, made precious 
deo-moni, the “ spirit-beads ”, from slender, carefully-cultivated 
gareo bamboo. 

One day, when the Siemi of a village near the present 
Guilong were making beads, the smoke of their fires poured 
up in such a volume, a smoky haze, that it was seen by the 
Kacharis in Maibong below. The King, his curiosity roused, 
sent men into the unknown hills to find out what was burning. 
When they came back with a group of captured Siemi, the 
King demanded who and what they were. They answered 
that they were a jungle-people ; that they did not live by 
digging or cultivation, but that they made, and traded, the 
yellow beads, and from these derived a living. At this, the 
King insisted they tell him the process. The Siemi refused. 

The King, in a royal fury, then ordered a metal pot to be 
made red-hot. He had it set on the head of one of the 
prisoners, and kept it there till the man’s skull burst. Then 
he turned to the others, and, on pain of a similar fate, again 
demanded the secret. But he could not daunt the Siemi. 
Each clamoured to be the first to suffer. And so, horribly, 
one after another, they died without revealing a word. 

Then the King, determined to have the process, sent men 
out again and again to hunt down the jungle-folk. By every 
torture, by every horror he could devise, he tried, from each 
successive batch of prisoners, to drag the precious information. 
But his victims died infuriatingly dumb, and the few survivors 
fell back into the hills, concealing their settlements, hiding 
farther from the Kachari grasp, until at last there were no 
more ; and the Nagas filled their place. 

The Kacharis have their own version of the story. So far 
as I know, it does not mention the beads. The little people 
were a nuisance ; that was all. And so they wiped them out. 
One can think of parallels. A handful, though, concealed 
themselves in a cave. From that they came out at night to 
raid and loot Kachari settlements, returning home before 
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daylight, like bats, to their lair. At last, however, the Kacharis 
tracked them down. They did not attempt to attack the 
cave, a deep, defensible tunnel. Instead, they cut great armfuls 
of scrub and brushwood, filled up the cave-mouth with it, 
and fired the whole. So the last of the jungle-people perished, 
suffocated, in their last retreat. 

Naturally, ever since the area had been administered the 
story had attracted the attention of officers. Almost everyone 
who served there, I think, had tried to find the cave, but with- 
out success; either the cave was there, and the Kacharis 
would not tell the secret ; or, as was often claimed, an earth- 
quake had shaken down the cliff and closed the cave for good. 
But still one kept on wondering—was it there ? 

In 1945 Mr Perry, then S.D.O. at Haflong, met, on one 
of his tours in the Kachari country, an elderly villager who 
said he knew the secret of the cave. It still existed, he said, 
and he himself had been there as a boy. It was superstitious 
fear, fear, probably, of the ghosts of the slaughtered Siemi, 
which had for so long kept its whereabouts a mystery. Indeed, 
no man had entered it from the day of the massacre. 

It lay, he said, in the side of a hill to the west of the railway- 
line, between Haflong and Mahur stations. It was in dense 
forest, and quite invisible unless one knew the trick. The 
entrance was some way up from the ground, and concealed 
by the upper part of a big tree growing in front of it; only 
by climbing up could the mouth be seen. Once there, it was 
quite accessible, and there should be no trouble in getting 
in, were one inclined to do so. He personally had never been 
farther than the mouth. He had peered in with his two 
companions (one a Naga) but they had no lights, and were 
much too scared to enter. He felt, he said, that the old things 
were now dying. Nobody really cared for the old traditions. 
However, Perry was a kindly officer and genuinely interested 
in the old beliefs. These he respected, and he never attempted 
to remove the relics. Therefore this old villager wanted to 
show him the cave while there was still time. 
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Perry, in great excitement, let me know. It was the chance 
ofa lifetime. An expedition was prepared, a date was fixed ; 
and just before it the old man fell ill with malaria. 

There was a postponement. The weeks dragged on. The 
man was a little better ; then he relapsed, and was ill again. 
Perry went down to see him. There seemed little doubt that 
his wish to reveal the secret was perfectly genuine. Unable 
to come himself, he sent his son, and swore that the boy 
knew the place as well as he. Path-cutters were mobilized, 
they and the boy were sent out, and with ropes and lamps 
we stood by for operations as soon as they reported success. 

But either the cave was in truth lost, or, more probably, the 
young man would not take the responsibility of telling. It 
was all right for his father, not long for this world, and more 
or less exempt from tribal reprisals. The first party returned 
after a mere day’s walking, and were chased out again by the 
indignant Perry. This time they were gone longer; but 
returned again to say they could not find it. Would not, was, 
perhaps, the better phrase. And a few days later, the old 
man, who alone could have settled the matter, quietly died. 

The problem still remains. Does the cave exist, with the 
relics of the jungle-people, their weapons, their pots and tools, 
their beads, and, for the physical anthropologist, their skulls 
and skeletons ? Or did an earthquake truly bring down the 
hillside over the cave in the half-century since the old man’s 
boyhood visit ? The facts as we know them fit both theories ; 
and which is the answer only God and the Kacharis know. 
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FIRE, FIRE! 


[aia camp's position on an open spur, with a grassy 


cliff below it and an open valley in front, had certain 

very obvious advantages from the point of view of 
light, air and space; but it had one major disadvantage— 
the danger from grass fires. We found this out our very 
first spring there. 

Much of the Zemi country, whose natural vegetation was 
certainly forest, had, by over-cultivation, been reduced to 
grass ; and not for nothing did every village on an exposed 
site have a thick belt of woodland round it. In the late spring, 
tinder-dry weather combined with high winds to make deadly 
danger, and it was no uncommon thing then to see a whole 
village’s possessions, most of them shut up in stout cane jappas, 
standing or heaped in some comparatively safe place on the 
edge of the site for days on end. 

The risk was first borne in on us when Laisong had a 
scare. The drums were beaten—the emergency signal, to 
call the men back from the fields—and, in a fever of ant-like 
activity, men cut firebelts in the ravine below, women and 
girls ran scurrying down with water, old men evacuated the 
valuables and livestock, and the most complete alarm and 
confusion reigned for the rest of the afternoon. I inquired, 
a little tentatively, whether our spur was safe. 

““Oh!” said the headman cheerfully. “The flames go 
sweeping right over it every year!” 

The obvious course, on that, was to cut a firebelt. The 
trouble was the cliff. One could only get down to cut for 
thirty yards, and after this, though a boy could clamber down, 
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and the whole of the slope was covered in grass and scrub, 
inflammable as they come, the ground was too steep for a 
man to stand and work. When the men had cut the scrub 
by hand as far as they could, we held a consultation. It was 
decided we'd have to burn off the cliff. So operations were 
suspended till sundown, when the wind was likely to drop, 
and when the men of the village would be there; and we 
started to carry water and prepare wet sacks. 

Sunset found us ready. Some twenty men of the village 
had come to help. Two were perched on top of the bungalow 
ridge, armed with wet sacks and ready to beat out sparks ; 
two or three more were astride the men’s lines. The main 
body was massed with fire-brooms in front. On the right 
flank, towards the village, Zhekhuingba the caretaker and his 
two sons presided over the water—several buckets, some 
bamboo tubes, and a tin bath. The wind had dropped, dusk 
was falling, and all was still, Namkia looked at me. I 
nodded. Old Hozekiemba went running off to fire the foot 
of the hill. 

For a disappointingly long time, several minutes, in fact, 
nothing happened. Then the air in front of us began to quiver. 
Whorls and vortices appeared. The hills beyond, still in the 
afterglow, dissolved in a thin film of coppery smoke. Specks 
of ash and dry leaf came up, dancing. There was a dull 
murmur, the coppery smoke increased. 

“It’s coming,” said Namkia. 

And by gosh, it did. 

We had not reckoned on the cliff, a good hundred feet of 
it, creating its own draught. With a whoof like an explosion, 
a roar like the Day of Judgement, a sheet of flame rushed boil- 
ing in front of us into the evening sky. I saw the men in 
the firebelt running for safety, little black specks against the 
scarlet wall. Then Namkia grabbed my arm and I turned 
to face the bungalow. The whole was bathed, was bright 
with a fiery glow ; snowstorms of sparks were falling on the 
bone-dry thatch ; the men on the ridge were flailing away 
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like maniacs ; and as J looked up, I saw the tip of the great 
flame, wind-blown, curving directly above us and twenty feet 
over our heads. 

“ The house—the house !’’ Namkia was shouting. I could 
hardly hear him through the bellow of the flames. “ There 
isn’t a chance—we’ve got to get the kit out !” 

We had to a certain extent put things together, but they 
were by no means packed. We raced into the house, where, 
as usual, the lamps had been lit and the table laid for dinner 
—an incongruously ordered and tidy scene ; we flung books, 
clothes, papers, cameras and bedding higgledy-piggledy into 
baskets and boxes. Ramzimba, the caretaker’s eldest son, 
dashed in after us, his face white. He snatched up each bale 
as we threw it across and rushed with it to a dump in the 
wet scrub behind. Chairs, tables and beds we hurled out 
anyhow, as they were, Ramzimba bolting out last with a 
bundle of spears, and Namkia and I went into the veranda. 

The fire was in full fury. It was, in spite of the danger and 
the imminent risk that we should lose the camp, a marvellous 
sight. The whole space between rail and eaves, where 
normally one looked out at stars and a dark valley, framed a 
rushing, pouring, licking wall of rosy-copper. The roar was 
incredible. The flames must have been forty or fifty feet 
high. Sparks and burning leaves were spattering like hail on 
the veranda matting, and we stamped and stamped, Namkia 
regardless of his bare feet, till Ramzimba came back and 
began to beat them out with a piece of sacking. Then I ran 
out by the back door to see the lines. 

Rows of black figures, beating and gasping, were on the 
roof-ridges. Others, like imps in hell, dashed about below, 
carrying goods to safety, hauling water, or flinging up new- 
damped sacks to the men above. Tongues of fire were licking 
over our heads as the wind caught the monstrous flames. I 
saw the men on the bungalow wince and duck when one bent 
down and snapped within ten feet of them. I looked to see 
the bungalow go in a matter of seconds. And over it all there 
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was a red snowstorm, a whirling shower of burning debris. 
It swept in tourbillons over our heads, in glowing dust-devils 
which broke and fell ; and, where the air was stiller, it floated 
down like a cloud of crimson blossom, dim and soft. 

Then, at that critical moment, the water ran out. I heard 
the men on the roofs begin to yell. They had been sprinkling 
the thatch, which otherwise would have caught, and now it 
was dry and the flames were leaning over. I fled at the 
nearest figures, grabbed them, pushed, shouting: “ Water, 
water!” Namkia was doing the same. They heard us, 
turned and sprinted. All in a moment, everything was re- 
doubled—it was like a movie trick-shot, when everything 
goes twice as quick. And just then, the cook saved the house. 
A spark fell on the back porch, caught. A small flame stood 
up. The cook, who alone was tall and near enough to see 
it, gripped the edge of the main thatch, jumped, hung for a 
second, and beat at it with his hand. A smack or two—it was 
gone, and he tumbled down, gangling, long, unhappy, and 
wrought-up nearly to tears. I sent him off to sit on the 
baggage and watch. 

The water came. And as it did, for no particular reason 
the fire-wall fell. It lost a third of its height, it veered off ; 
the shower of crimson sparks almost ceased, and what remained 
was falling outward now, on the uncut jungle beyond the 
camp perimeter. The men on the ridges sagged. On the 
ground, the black, sweating, exhausted figures sat down where 
they were, with sacks and buckets beside them, and stared at 
the receding fire. 

It must have found at that moment a clump of dry brush, 
a patch of elephant-grass. There was a violent crackle. The 
flames shot up. They towered, boiling, in licking dragon- 
tongues, in a whirling column of sparks. A small night wind 
had got up. It breathed across the hill, The flaming tower 
tilted, bent ; and it and its pillar of sparks swept down on the 
old hen-house. 

We heard, above the roar, the shricks of the forgotten geese. 
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I shouted for help and sped like a thing demented down 
the narrow passage at the foot of the garden. The sparks 
were hailing. I beat them out of my hair, was aware of the 
flames over me, and dived, in eddies of smoke, into the old 
shed. The two geese, flapping with terror, dashed under the 
broad bench. As I ducked after them, I dimly perceived 
that someone had followed me in. I grabbed the gander ; 
the goose flew screaming out and was seized and removed 
by my unknown helper. The gander, apart from a startled 
flap, gave no trouble. I tucked him under my arm and fled, 
one hand over my head, and the sparks catching my shirt. 

Before me, in the long passage, I saw the cook. He was 
running as hard as he could in his tight Iungi. It was he who 
had followed me in and saved the goose. He had her clasped 
to his chest; and her large wings, flapping with agitation, 
waved on either side of him, as though he were an angel 
with a tractor air-screw. We threw the geese into the cook- 
house, where they were moderately safe ; and all sat down 
on the turf to watch the hen-house go. 

But it didn’t. The flames, an instant before they took it, 
bowed aside. They fell, they flagged. In half an hour, only 
a dull glow down the slope of the hill showed where the last 
fire was burning out in the jungle. 

And, no one could tell us why, the camp still stood. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 


THE FIRST RAINS 


day till the first week in September there was hardly a 
break at all. Twice, only, I saw Nenglo on the opposite 
hill. 

Day and night, mist swept up out of the valley. Standing 
exposed as it did, the bungalow took the full blast of the south- 
west monsoon ; for weeks at a stretch we couldn’t open the 
front doors for the rain which drove against them. Cloud 
filtered through the walls and damped everything. Mould 
spread greenly over books, clothes, furniture, all I had; and 
I spent my days in the small space under the windows, where 
at least there was light to read. 

I turned to recording folk-lore, for which there had hardly 
been the time before. Namkia himself had a fair collection 
of stories, but when I had pumped him dry there were only 
a few examples to be had in Laisong—just two or three good 
beast-tales from a junior headman. I collected one vivid Naga 
story, with the true ring and tone of old Zemi life in it, 
from Hangrum ; and with that, the immediate neighbourhood 
seemed to be exhausted. 

Then Namkia brought in a man from Impoi. 

He was elderly, poor, and, I imagine, rather shiftless, but 
he was the nearest thing to a professional story-teller the area 
possessed. I wished to take down the Asa-Munsarung cycle, 
a vast corpus of linked stories about those two familiar figures 
of Naga tales, the clever trickster and his simple friend. The 
Impoi man sat down by my hearth and day after day for three 
weeks he dictated the cycle. Never, before or since, have I 
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heard such crisp and lucid Zemi spoken. I could take the 
material down on the typewriter as he talked, without pre- 
liminary transcription. He was superb as a story-teller. The 
stress, the balance, the skilled suspense, and particularly the 
use of rhythm and repetition, were the very voice of folk-lore. 
One who has merely read such stories and never heard them 
told, knows only the shell. The eye slips too quickly over 
the printed page, missing the leit-motifs, the subtle variations 
and harmonies, of which a teller and hearer are so keenly 
aware. Written folk-tales are to the spoken as a musical score 
is to a full performance. 

Since the Rains are always the sickly season, there was a 
great deal else to do besides taking notes. I had run a dis- 
pensary at Laisong from the beginning, for it was much the 
best way of winning confidence. At first they only came 
with infected cuts, days, weeks, even, after the initial injury. 
But, in time, they realized the value of first aid ; and when 
they did, it became routine for men to arrive panting and 
dripping blood in the front veranda, have a gash dressed, and 
trot off again to resume their field-work, which might be 
anything up to a mile away. Quinine they wanted too, for 
malaria was rife, but in all other illnesses they preferred their 
magico-religious ceremonies. I am bound to say that the 
only time that one was done for me, it was an immense 
success. I went to bed a groaning cripple, and I got up and 
walked next day. 

We were weeding the spinach, Hozekiemba and I, and 
when we reached the end and I straightened up, my knee went 
suddenly click. The cap had slipped, an abrupt and complete 
disaster. With Namkia’s help I just reached the bungalow. 
The knee swelled as I watched it; it hurt like sin. There 
wasn’t a doctor for miles. I strapped it up with elastic 
plaster to hold it still, and then, in pain and despair, I went 
to bed. 

The staff gathered round me in grave concern. They 
wanted to fetch a skilled Zemi to manipulate it, but I refused. 
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There was nothing else that I myself could do. The only 
thing left, then, was an appropriate sacrifice. 

They fetched a dao and a piece of ginger and old Hoze- 
kiemba sat down to divine the trouble. 

Now ginger, the Zemi say, is the one instrument of divina- 
tion the great healer Herakandingpeo had time to reveal 
before the spirits killed him; for spirits live by eating the 
souls of men, and as they eat, so the body wastes with sickness ; 
and Herakandingpeo, by his marvellous skill, was robbing 
them of every soul they seized. The spirits therefore killed 
him by a trick and took care that he passed his knowledge to 
none—only the few words concerning ginger survived, 
whispered to his youngest son in the last few seconds, when 
the boy, misled by the spirits before, arrived at last. 

Old Hozekiemba cut the ginger in half. He laid the two 
halves carefully on the flat of the dao, and then addressed 
them. 

““O ginger! Tell us the truth and do not lie. Of old, 
men turned to you for truth, and so do we now. Is it black 
magic which has attacked our mother? If so, then come 
down odd; if not, then even.” 

With that, he tossed the ginger up from the dao. Both 
halves fell the same way, with the cut side down—that is, 
they were even. Black magic was eliminated. He took the 
pieces up and started again. At the end of fifteen minutes of 
trial and error we learned that an evil spirit had seized on me 
in the garden, and would, in return for a cock, release its hold. 

Namkia went off at once to fetch a suitable bird and call 
the village priest. He found the bird, but the priest was 
not available, so he returned with the old ex-headman, Sam- 
rangba’s uncle. Like many elders, he earned extra income 
by performing such minor ceremonies for the sick. 

The house was cleared. The old man, accompanied by a 
helper with rice and beer, came in and settled down at the 
living-room hearth. He first offered the cock, with invoca- 
tions, to the offending spirit. Then he killed and cooked it. 
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A few scraps of the liver, with a little rice, were laid on a 
leaf plate and set out for the spirit. Then some similar scraps 
were given tome. Next a libation of beer was poured for the 
spirit. Some more, in a leaf cup, was handed to me. Lastly, 
the old man rose and pronounced a blessing. The ceremony, 
he told me, had been correctly done ; I should most certainly 
be cured. Then he went off home, his friend following with 
their joint perquisites, the rest of the food and beer, and left 
me feeling not one jot worse or better. 

As I turned painfully over in the small hours of the morning, 
my knee gave a click and went back. I could limp about 
next day. 

It may, of course, have been the elastic plaster. But I 
never tried to tell the Zemi that. 
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CHAPTER XIX 
DOGS, SNAKES AND LEOPARDS 


} | {HE animal kingdom was always well represented in 
life at the camp. 

First of all, of course, there was my dog Khamba 
himself. Then came his two wives, Lassu and Nagi; Lassu 
arrived as a tired little thing with the same Tangkhul dog- 
pedlar who sold me Khamba, and Nagi I inherited from a 
guerilla officer. She was heralded by a signal describing her 
as “‘ bitch with escort” and everyone in Haflong made face- 
tious remarks about it for weeks. Then there were waves 
of pups, who rolled and staggered and growled and yelled, 
chewed the furniture and slept on the bed, until they were 
given away and peace returned ; : but they were pets as babies, 
with their fat, white, pudgy paws. 

Considering that we lived in a semi-tropical climate we were 
really very fortunate with snakes. There were, it is true, two 
hamadryads which nested in the bamboos at the foot of the 
hill, a few yards from the main path to Laisong; but the 
villagers used to put up a knot of grass and a railing there 
during the nesting season, to warn pedestrians against straying ; 
and we never bothered them or they us. The only snake of 
which the Nagas were really in awe was, strangely enough, 
the python, and that was a superstitious fear and not a 
physical one. 

Once upon a time, in the very beginning, the great spirit 
Bangklawong—who was at that time king of all things on 
earth—had a sister. Miraculously conceiving, she went away 
to the source of the Barak River, and there in the dark jungle 
at the foot of a waterfall, she gave birth to seven eggs. One 
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by one, after she had left them, six spirits hatched out. Only 
the seventh egg remained; and when they had waited a 
long time and nothing had happened, they decided among 
themselves that it must be addled and pushed it down into 
the running water. Then they went away to find their 
mother. 

When she saw them, and learned there was no seventh, 
she wept and wailed and tore her hair and lamented, crying : 
“Alas, alas! Oh, for my youngest child! He would have 
been the best, the greatest, the wisest of you all !” 

But the seventh egg hatched out in the deep river, and 
out of it came the python. 

The Zemi believed that the creature could draw men down 
by magic into the water and there drown them. Several 
deep pools on neighbouring rivers were supposed to be 
pythons’ lairs ; there was one where the gorge began below 
Laisong, and another, against which I was always warned, 
right down on the lower Jenam below Baladhan. There a 
grey rock overhung deep, golden-green water, and it would 
have been a perfect diving-pool. The Zemi wouldn’t hear 
of it. If I even walked too close to the edge to look over, 
watching the fish down there in the lovely, lucent cool, 
anxious voices behind me would call me back. 

The python’s markings, too, were believed to have signifi- 
cance. One of the few men left who were skilled in their 
reading was Zuingpeo, Namkia’s maternal uncle, a delightful 
old gentleman of Impoi. The only person who had recently 
divined from a free and living python, he had met one on the 
Impoi path some time in 1940. In accordance with the Zemi 
belief that the python understands human speech, he asked 
it to stop, which it did. He then examined its markings, 
judged therefrom the coming luck of the village, told the 
python to go, and went home himself. But the Zemi had 
an even odder ceremony than Zuingpeo’s simple encounter. 
Young men used to bring in python alive. 

Namkia, as a buck, had helped to carry one in. He had 
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taken the head, the post of honour, and so was able to give a 
complete account. When a python is found, all dogs must 
be taken away and weapons hidden. The sight of either 
infuriates the snake. The bucks then move in close to it, 
the leader telling it that they wish to take it up to the village 
for everyone to admire. When he has finished his speech, 
they step up alongside it, one to the head, one to the tail, 
and one in, the middle. The leader drops a stick across the 
neck and holds it down tightly, while the other two seize the 
body and stretch it out. That done, they lift it up and over 
their shoulders, and off they go with it slung between them 
like a length of cable. The buck in the middle has the easiest 
time. The lad at the back has the tail twisting all round him, 
the boy in front has the head against his cheek—and the 
tongue, Namkia said, never stops flickering the whole time. 
To the clothes of all of them, and to their bodies, there clings 
a horrid and peculiar smell which they cannot wash away for 
days after. 

Somewhere on the way up to the village they stop and 
make a patch of soft earth. They draw the snake across this 
and then go on. In the morning they all come down to 
look, and by the marks in the earth they know their fortunes 
—a girl’s footprints, success in love ; a tiger’s pugs or a bear’s 
prints, success in hunting. 

On arrival in the village, the python is taken straight to the 
bucks’ own morung. They have already announced what 
they carry by a special chant, and half the village will be there 
to see them come in. The python is released, and for half an 
hour or so allowed to slither at large about the hall and in 
among the spectators. During this lull, the old men—if there 
are any present who have the skill—look at the markings and 
foretell the future. Then a man chosen for the job comes up 
to the python slowly, a dao carefully concealed behind his 
back. At the last moment he whips this out and strikes off 
the snake’s head at a blow. The tip of the tail is also cut 
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the body remains on the floor, writhing slowly, the bloom 
dying on the gorgeous scales, for two hours or more. Its 
flesh is finally eaten by the old men, the only people to whom 
it is not taboo, and the skin is hung up in the morung porch 
as a trophy. 

Occasional snakes, often but not invariably harmless, used 
to fall in the hot weather out of the bungalow rafters or hide 
themselves in holes about the place, but only once or twice 
were the encounters alarming. I was one day picking dead 
blooms off the zinnias in the little strip of flower-bed along 
the garden fence. The men loved flowers for their ears. 
Bathed and arrayed, they would wander at four o’clock along 
the bed, matching scarlet here with yellow there, and a touch 
of white to set the whole thing off, fitting the final bouquet— 
with squeezings and stretchings, and screwings-up of the face 
—into a distended earlobe. I grew cannas there, scarlet and 
yellow for them, and pinks and whites and flame-colours to 
please myself, with a front line of zinnias and white verbena. 
I was, as I have said, picking dead blooms off the zinnias, a 
thing Hozekiemba never troubled to do, when all of a sudden 
there was a sharp twitch, a smooth ripple, close by my hand, 
and I leapt a good yard and shouted for Namkia. 

He came running, armed with a large hoe. I backed off 
out of the way, to the bungalow wall. He tiptoed carefully 
up till he found the snake—a long pit-viper, wound well into 
the clump—swung up the hoe, and brought it down in the 
most imperial welt, destroying the corner zinnia completely. 
As he swung it up again for a second blow, I saw the live and 
lashing remains of the snake fly off the blade and shoot through 
the air towards me. It was coming straight for my face—I 
hadn’t time to duck. It hit the wall with a crack a foot from 
my head and fell on the ground, writhing. I made for the 
step and sat down, Namkia, when he came across, was most 
intrigued. Had it hit and bitten me, he remarked, it would 
have been a most unusual accident. He was quite proud, 
in a way, that he had nearly caused it. 
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Of all our local animals, far and away the most notable 
was the leopard. What happened when it met the Army, 
though, must be told in the proper place. 

It had its lair somewhere in the rocks of the upper gorge, 
in the deep cleft down behind us. It once mauled Lassu, 
and we were lucky to get her back. The pigs and dogs of 
Laisong were its nearest prey ; its nightly route to the village 
lay over the spur, and sooner or later, as the jungle grew up, 
it took the short cut through the camp itself. When the 
major incidents occurred, however, I think the beast had been 
hurt in a Kuki trap and was lying up in the scrub on the spur 
itself. 

The first of us to see it was Monsieur Coty, who was the 
face-powder-coloured kitchen cat. He shot into the lines one 
night through the cookhouse drain with such a violence that 
he left fur on the top edge ; took a flying leap straight on to 
the cook’s bed; and dived under the clothes with uncatlike 
noises. The cook, whose close companion he was, immedi- 
ately realized that he had met a leopard. For all I know, they 
spent the night shivering together under the bedclothes. 

The first human contact with the beast was made by Hoze- 
kiemba two nights later. 

It was just growing dark, the hour when all was usually 
most quiet, when the whole camp was electrified by four 
shrieks, each one louder and nearer. Then came the most 
infernal hubbub of lights and voices. Ramgakpa was serving 
dinner (Namkia was away) and he dumped the dishes and 
I my spoon and we both leaned out of the windows and 
called for an explanation. There was a long lag before we 
even managed to make ourselves heard; and then two or 
three people answered together: ‘‘ Makao, makao !”” 

(That means “Something, something!” If you ever 
mention a great cat in his hearing, he comes to take you.) 

We continued to dangle out for a minute or so, waiting 
to hear the story ; and then we saw the staff in a body come 
over, with all the lamps, spears and daos the lines could muster 
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and poor old Hozekiemba, gasping and stuttering, in their 
midst. 

He, it appeared, had gone to the jungle in the course of 
nature. Though it was almost dark, he was not alarmed 
when he heard a gentle rustle coming towards him, supposing 
it merely to be a belated pig. But, to his alarm, the bushes 
suddenly parted ; and out within fifteen feet of him stepped 
a full-grown leopard, which stopped in some annoyance, and 
stood there as disconcerted as Hozekiemba himself, for it had 
apparently mistaken him for a grazing goat. For a few 
seconds they both stayed still, Then the old man rose and 
ran shrieking for camp ; and the leopard, presumably, slipped 
back disappointed into cover. 

The very next evening the cook was taking a breath of air 
at dusk. There was, beyond the garden, the run and hen- 
house. Glancing at this, he noticed a village dog, some 
miserable yellow cur, creeping up belly-flat on robbery bent. 
He picked up a pebble, and running, flung it as hard as he 
could at the dim, grey blotch. The blotch stood up as the 
leopard and walked away. 

Two nights after this, Ramgakpa was on bodyguard-duty, 
Namkia being still on leave. As we sat by the fire after 
dinner, we suddenly heard, in the stillness, a click of gravel 
outside. Then, quite clearly, came the low, coughing grumble 
of a leopard talking to itself. Twice round the house it went, 
close up to the walls, and then we heard it no more. But 
it wasn’t nice to hear. We were alone in the camp. The 
others were in the village. There wasn’t a gun in the place, 
and very few spears. Nor do well-mannered leopards which 
mean no harm walk round and round houses and grumble 
—the odds were that it was a wounded animal, hungry, and 
with a mind to break in. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. 

A few days later Namkia came back from leave and flatly 
refused to believe in the leopard at all. I could only hope 
he’d meet it, and face to face. 

It wasn’t Namkia, though, that the leopard met. 
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One night I, like the gardener, had cause to go down the 
hill on my affairs. I took the long way round by the front 
of the house. The path ran level at first, and then turned 
right, and the small latrine was some yards down the slope. 
I had reached the turn when I saw, or thought I saw, some- 
thing ahead. There was a half-moon to confuse the issue, 
and the slope was dotted with shrubs and tufts of grass. But 
I was almost sure there was something there, a kind of grey 
shadow of a shadow, hunched half-way down the path and 
ten yards from me. I had no torch, and only a hurricane 
lamp; and as I hesitated, I suddenly saw that the shadow 
was looking at me with large, green, luminous eyes. 

“Now,” I thought. “‘If that’s the leopard, and it should 
charge, I’ve had it. I can’t do anything but throw the lamp 
and scream. If, though, I give a yell and run from a village 
goat, I'll never live it down. I must have a look.” 

With that, I hove up the light. The two great shining eyes 
went out like lamps. The shadowy blot swung round. It 
slid away, with an indefinable, flattened cattiness, along the 
path to the edge of the bushes. There it turned, stood up 
to its full height—it was a big leopard—gave me a long, green 
glare, and went like a ghost. 

I stood where I was and shouted for Namkia. He was a 
good way off down the village path, in conversation, and 
shouted back: “Hold on!” He came up, strolling gently, 
some minutes later, and found me still waiting and watching 
the edge of the scrub. 

““ My sister, what’s the matter ?” 

“I saw green eyes.” 

He stiffened. 

“One eye, or two?” 

“ Two.” 

“If it was one eye,” he said, with emphasis, “it was a 
demon. If it was two, then it was a leopard. And either 
way you're safer in the house !” 


Grabbing me by the shoulder, he spun me round, rushed 
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me before him up the stony path, thrust me indoors, barred 
everything fast behind us, and slept with his spear beside him 
all that night. 

It was perhaps three nights later that we had the last alarm. 
He and I were sitting by the fire, gossiping, when we broke 
off as though shot. Outside, in the long veranda, we heard 
the slow, cantering pace of some big beast travelling down 
the length of it, lumpety-bump, lumpety-bump. He leapt for 
a spear, and I for the flashlight. It was opposite the bedroom 
door now. Cloth thrown off, muscles tense, spear ready, he 
slowly opened the door a fraction, while I stood close behind 
him and shone the beam through the chink. 

There, in the circle of white light, was a large rat (lumpety) 
fleeing full speed from a pursuing Coty—(bump). 


[146] 


CHAPTER XX 


THE LAND AND THE PEOPLE 
A LTHOUGH 1 lived at Laisong, most of my staff and 


friends came from the Asalu group. This was 
dwindling fast, but was the best and kindest com- 
munity in the Barail. 

First there was Namkia’s Impoi, up the hill. It perched 
on a ridge with a wild background of peaks behind it, a 
grandly theatrical setting. The Chiku ravine, a black and 
eerie cleft, cut so closely under the village that you could 
almost toss a stone down into the gulf. A multitude of 
water-demons and beasts of the night could have laired in 
the cold Chiku. On the other side, foothills and hazy plains 
were spread away like a blurred green carpet, and sometimes 
far to the north, above the dun dust-cloud covering the Assam 
Valley, one saw the snow-peaks of the Himalayas. Impoi 
was cool. Day in, day out, a wind came down from the hill 
and kept the thatch of Namkia’s morung rustling. It wasn’t 
a big building, as morungs go, for Impoi hadn’t the manpower 
for major works, but it was a kamarum-ki, a house put up at 
a feast of social merit, and conferred a definite status on Namkia. 
Kamarum-ki was a house of the lower grade. Hekwi-ki was 
the upper, to which Namkia, having done the first, could go 
on, but the building ceremonies cost a thousand rupees and 
nobody was rich enough to perform them now. Since the 
last specimen fell down some years previously there wasn’t 
a single hekwi-ki in North Cachar—even the ceremonies were 
being forgotten. 

The other Impoi morung lay down the street. Beyond it, 
the track crossed the stone sill of the old walls—the steep and 
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narrow gate, its once-precipitous steps now a rain-worn gully, 
lay in the high grass above the path—and zigzagged down 
through giant bamboo to the bridle-track. A mile and a half 
away along this and several hundred feet below Impoi’s level 
was Asalu. 

Tired and shabby, the blight of malaria on it, much of its 
young blood gone up the hill with Namkia, it stood on its 
long spur in the open parkland. Strewn in the grass around 
were ancient relics, stone rows and monoliths, the weathered 
remains of a century’s occupation, and, perhaps, of settlements 
earlier still, Beyond the village the spur levelled, and here 
was the site of the John Company outpost, for forty years 
headquarters of North Cachar. There was almost nothing 
left of it now—only the old stone guardhouse, earthquake- 
cracked and split apart by trees, a broad stretch of gravel, 
where, they said, the parade-ground used to be, and, in the 
thick grass, a bungalow plinth. It was uncanny to go to the 
site with Namkia in the dusk, when the hills were blue-grey 
and the sunset an orange band along the western plateau, and 
hear him pointing out in the barren waste where this and that 
had been—there, by a stunted bush, the clerks’ quarters, there 
the sepoys’ lines, there the rifle-range, there the Sahib’s big 
mango-tree, which had lasted long and at length had perished 
too. It was all so sharp a reminder of death and decay. The 
Sahibs, the clerks, the station all were dust, the village was 
failing. Only the wide, clear arch of the sky remained, the 
dulling sunset, the night wind coming down from the quiet 
hill. 

The blight which had fallen on Asalu, reducing it from a 
powerful group to a scatter of poor hamlets, was an advanced 
stage of the North Cachar Barail’s general economic trouble. 
This was. of such importance that it is worth considering in 
detail. It was a tragedy for which no single person was to 
blame ; a series of circumstances had built it up. 

Its cause lay in the soil. The Zemi is an agriculturalist ; 
he turns to trade and outside work only when crops fail. From 
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boyhood on he goes to the cultivation—clearing, weeding, 
harvesting, when, as a buck, a rich man hires his kienga ; then 
as a married man working in his own little family patch. 
His feasts are set by seasons and harvests, his religious cere- 
monies and days of rest and abstention are designed to secure 
good crops. Anything affecting the fields will necessarily 
be felt throughout the social structure. 

The staple crop is rice, though millet, maize and vegetables 
are grown as sidelines. The method of cultivation is that 
known as “ jhuming ”, and is practised by most of the Assam 
hill-tribes. By it, a different block of jungle is felled each 
successive year, burned, cleared, planted, and cultivated for 
two or perhaps three seasons. Then it is left to lie fallow, 
and the longer it stands, the thicker the jungle grows, the 
deeper is the humus and the better the next crop. If, then, 
a village controls sufficient land, and each block in turn can 
lie fallow for years, the system continues indefinitely without 
loss to the soil. 

Now the North Cachar Barail is extremely steep, a tract 
of extraordinary complexity. Cliffs and crags abound, the 
spurs lie close, and in between are gorges and deep ravines. 
Land suited for “ jhums”’ exists only in scattered patches, and 
to maintain itself in such a terrain a village must control an 
abnormally large territory. Of this, a part will be widely- 
dispersed jhum-land, and the rest—by far the greater part— 
wild rock and forest on which cultivation is either uneconomic 
or physically impossible. 

Because of their intensely difficult country, the Barail Zemi 
were forced to develop cycle-migration. Each stretch of 
jhum-land was by itself too small to maintain a village in- 
definitely, since, to feed large settlements, it must be cropped 
at intervals too short to allow complete regeneration. As the 
Zemi lived then (and for most of their history) in a state of 
war, the community dared not subdivide and send a colony 
out to each parcel of land. When in the course of years, 
therefore, a stretch became exhausted, they left it, village and 
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all, and cultivated a second and distant tract while the first 
recovered. 

What of the Zemi kadepeo system, on which the village 
polity was based? The village sites they left, and the land 
attached, were not abandoned. The ancient site-land, the 
ancestral graves, the hallowed hazoa, the rights and powers of 
kadepeo and “‘ citizens ”—that is, the descendants of the original 
colonists of the site, men who were “ of ” it, who had rights 
in its site-land—were, and are, most potent influences in 
Zemi life. To give them up was unthinkable. When the 
land at the first site had recovered enough and the second was 
becoming exhausted, the movement was reversed and the 
community returned. Some of the larger settlements, such 
as Hangrum, exhausted their patches of land so rapidly that 
they had to make three, four or even five removes before 
their first site was ripe for re-occupation, but however many 
sites a community possessed, each had its own kadepeo, the 
first founder’s descendant, and its own “citizens”, heirs of 
the colonists, and, as one site was left and another resettled, 
the proper kadepeo and “‘ citizens” took up their duties—laid 
down by their ancestors, perhaps half a century before. In 
the same way, each time a site was left, its “ citizens ” prepared 
it for their descendants’ re-occupation. The hazoa was marked 
by a standing stone, boundaries were traced and landmarks 
memorized ; individual householders sometimes buried pro- 
perty by their hearths to identify the house-site for future 
generations, Lifetimes might pass, it was true, before the 
group returned to the place, but what was that in the rhythm 
of tribal life ? 

For more than two hundred years the cycle continued, a 
slow progression round acknowledged sites—we may dis- 
regard the mergings, the abortive colonies, which here and 
there disturbed the regular pattern. So slow a cycle was it, 
measured in generations rather than years, that a Zemi would 
have had difficulty in defining it. Enough that when harvests 
declined, when a village decayed, when the land of a site 
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was old and full of graves, it was time to move to another 
elsewhere. 

Then, in the early nineteenth century, the British and the 
immigrant Kukis arrived almost together. For the first time 
the Zemi came under another’s control. They had so far 
successfully resisted attempts at immigration into their terri- 
tory; the second Zemi wave, that driven out by Angami 
pressure, had been deflected past the Barail and on to the 
emptier western plateau. 

When the Kukis settled the fallow land, the Zemi protested 
to the administration. But no officer had an inkling that a 
cycle-migration system existed (the Zemi are still the only 
Nagas known to have one) and the Zemi were incapable of 
explaining. The tracts of land they claimed seemed to the 
Government fantastically large; the authorities concluded 
that the Zemi had abandoned their ancient sites and were 
taking a dog-in-the-manger line. To the Zemis’ rage and 
dismay, their protests were overruled. Their claims were 
disallowed ; and all that they were not currently occupying 
was awarded to the newly-come Kukis. Only the Zemi knew 
that two tribes were now living on land enough for one. 

The political consequences were unfortunate. The aliena- 
tion of their treasured land, unwitting though it was, set the 
Zemi against the administration from the start. The more 
Government tried, as it thought, to hold a just balance between 
the tribes, the more it seemed to the Zemi to be tilted unfairly 
against them, and the more it seemed to the Government that 
the Zemi were difficult and intransigent. No matter how they 
valued—and they did—roads, markets, and protection at last 
from the Angami terror, still the land, the lost and needed 
land, was a rankling thorn. 

But if these effects were bad, the economic results were even 
worse. There was bitter competition between Zemi and 
Kuki for the means to live, since neither side had enough land 
—squabbles, boundary-disputes, trespass, and sometimes more 
serious troubles—and, of course, since both tribes must eat, 
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progressive over-cultivation. As the years passed, the damage 
became apparent. Forests receded, grassland-areas increased ; 
fallow intervals grew less and less ;_ villages split and shifted 
restlessly in a vain search for space ; jhums were cut on steep 
and impossible slopes from which the monsoon washed away 
soil and crop. Throughout the area the level of prosperity 
fell. There were no more hekwi-ki, no more great feasts. 
First the annual surplus dwindled and then the grain reserves, 
until, in the worst-hit parts, there was no safety-margin at 
all. Year by year more and more households could not grow 
enough to feed themselves, and a grim insecurity began. 
Had the area only been under Naga Hills, the story might 
have been different. There the administration was of an 
extremely high standard and tribal problems were studied 
and understood. Despite his disaffection towards an abstract 
Government, the Zemi liked and respected the individual 
European officer, while his mistrust of the plains Indian was 
considerable. Over a term of years an experienced man could 
have done much to save the position. But unhappily, by an 
accident of geography, the area lay in the “ Cinderella of 
Subdivisions ”, mixed, nondescript North Cachar, and North 
Cachar was tacked on to Silchar, a plains district with which 
it had no connection except by proximity. North Cachar’s 
officers were often temporary, holding the post for a while 
between better jobs ; they seldom had hill experience ; they 
were not always of the best type. Hardly ever did it enjoy 
such skilled handling as Naga Hills next door. The few 
periods when it did are spoken of to this day as Golden Ages. 
It was in one of these that Mr Mills, then Deputy Com- 
missioner, Silchar, visited the Barail and realized what was 
wrong, the first officer to do so ; and his discoveries and efforts 
to clean up the mess are recorded in a series of caustic tour- 
diaries. Clean up a very great deal of it he did, and took 
immediate steps to deal with the economic problem. 
Since there was not enough land for shifting cultivation, it 
was necessary to change to permanent fields, by which the 
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same population could live on a fraction of the acreage needed 
for “‘ jhuming”. An excellent system was to hand in Angami 
wet-tice terracing; funds were allocated, demonstrators 
engaged, and a start made with experimental terraces. 
Although the Zemi believed that to have water in one’s 
fields caused death by dropsy, the economic position was 
such that they took to terraces gladly. Within a year or 
two a number had been constructed at Thingje, Haijaichak 
and Asalu. 

By far the worst sufferers in the decline were those Zemi 
villages caught at the end of a cycle. The hardest hit of all 
were the Asalu group. They had been on the Asalu site, the 
unhealthiest of their three, for more than a hundred years ; 
while disease had reduced their numbers by just a half, they 
had lost no less than five-sixths of their former land and were 
left to struggle along on a worn-out fraction. When harvests 
began to decline—about 1920—they would, in the normal 
course, have moved away, but all Gareolowa’s and most of 
Impoi’s land had passed to the Kukis. 

When terracing seemed a solution, several men tried it. But 
by then Mr Mills had returned to Naga Hills as Deputy 
Commissioner at Kohima, and North Cachar was sinking 
back again into its old neglect. The Angami wet-rice demon- 
strator scamped the work on the channels for Asalu’s fields, 
and, in the first Rains, they broke repeatedly. Most of the 
Asalu experimenters lost their crop and were ruined. Grain 
was dear and wages small; they went to work in the fields 
of neighbouring tribes, Kacharis and Kukis. These made the 
most of the chance. A day’s wage in grain was a pittance. 
To keep his family alive, an Asalu man must work all day 
and every day in his employer’s fields, never seeing his own, 
and so in the following year had no crop and must work 
again, unless some wealthier kinsmen could redeem him. 

Then, just about that time, a Thingje terracer died of dropsy. 
Right and left, the superstitious abandoned their irrigation. 
When coaxing failed to make them resume it again, an 
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impatient officer tried to use compulsion. He fined some men 
who had let their terraces go, and that was the last straw. 
Wet-rice—if they had known it, their one hope—was damned 
for ever as a racket, a trap. There was nobody to resolve 
the misunderstanding. The Zemi retired, bitter and hungry, 
behind their glass wall. The Kukis, unimpeded by any such 
mistake, went on with irrigation, and took over, in many 
cases, irrigable land which the Zemi—fearing Government 
action—were only too glad to let go. While Kuki wet-rice 
demonstrators were trained and made available for their own 
people, the vacant Naga post—the Angami had been sacked 
—was given to Masang and turned into a political sinecure, 
and soil-destruction on the Zemi land continued unabated. 

Let us return once more to the history of Asalu. They, 
when terracing failed them, had recourse again to the ancient 
remedy. Namkia’s contingent left to resettle Impoi, where 
a little rested land remained round the site. When once 
Asalu’s unity was broken, the whole community collapsed. 
It resolved again into its component parts, the “citizens” 
and kadepeos of the several sites. Impoi and Gareolowa had 
gone off together, Impoi drawn to its old home, Gareolowa 
following its kadepeo, Namkia; now Hakaokhang—a tiny 
alien group, forced to seek shelter in Asalu from Angami 
raids—moved off a mile away along the hill. Asalu stayed 
where it was, decaying away among its graves on the half- 
dismantled site. In the days before administration, pressure 
from raids would have forced them all to Impoi. But, under 
the Pax Britannica, they could scatter at will, and so was the 
ruin completed and their poverty sealed ; for each of these 
little settlements was below the economic size. Only Impoi, 
with its greater numbers, its healthy site and strip of good land, 
had any reasonable chance, though there was nowhere to go 
when the strip of land was finished. Year after year in the 
Asalu and Hakaokhang granaries, the piles of grain were less ; 
and more and more men went daily to work in Kuki and 
Kachari fields. 
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Out after pigeon once in the Asalu parkland, Namkia 
and I stepped out of the high grass into a patch of cultivation. 
The crops were ripe, but the sparse and wretched rice was 
barely a foot high ; a few thin ears topped it. It was a typical 
Asalu harvest. A few days before, in a field far to the east, 
rice in a jhum had dangled on my shoulder. 

“Tf I could find a demonstrator who knew,” said Namkia, 
as we looked at the field. ‘I'd terrace that bit of land of 
mine up at Impoi. It’s a good piece, and the Kukis are 
asking me for it. I’ve got my own savings, too; I wouldn’t 
need Government money. But who is there who really 
knows the job? Masang is useless; he doesn’t know a 
thing.” 

“What about the Kuki demonstrators ?” 

“Do they really know? And what sort of a job would 
they do for me, a Naga? These streams are steep. We 
want a man who knows. Why can’t we have someone good, 
a proper Angami?”’ 

But war-time inflation had by then begun ; and though a 
new S.D.O., alive to the danger, was searching everywhere 
for an able man, no skilled Angami now wanted to come at 
thirty rupees a month. Rescue must wait till after the war 
—if ever. 

We walked on home at the edge of the tragic crop. 
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N November, on a cool, clear day, when the forests were 
EF and sun-dappled, when the air was crisp, and the sky 

a sheeny, unflecked blue ; when the streams were running 
bright and low and rods of light slanted into the green rock- 
pools, Masang died. 

I had seen little of him for a long time. At first a constant 
companion, he later found, when we were settled in at Laisong, 
that Namkia’s hostility was too much for him. If Masang 
came into the house, Namkia walked out, and left Masang 
to talk as best he could—and he spoke no Hindustani. So, 
gradually, he came no more ; and I had almost forgotten him. 

He had lost his job as a wet-rice demonstrator, his irregu- 
larities having at last become more than the $.D.O. could 
bear. Dikheo, his old ally, had, that year, after a hunt which 
had lasted far longer than that for Gaidiliu, been surprised in 
his house at Bopungwemi and shot dead in a scuffle. So 
nothing now remained to Masang of his old ties, the old 
alliances, which, I am certain, he had done his best to maintain. 
A plain Zemi, an inconspicuous villager, he dropped clean out of 
sight. Nevertheless, it was a shock when his brother came and 
asked me to go to see him. Masang, he said, was seriously ill. 

Namkia poured scorn on the idea that I could go over and 
back in the day, though Kepelo was not four miles off. Did 
Masang, then, think that the She-Sahib was a village woman, 
to trot here, and trot there, like a dog at heel? Let Kepelo 
take the trouble to build a camp and the She-Sahib would 
be over there quick enough. Masang’s brother retreated, 
apologetic. 
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But I did go over. I couldn’t desert Masang. I had an 
innate sympathy for the rascal—he had been my mentor before 
Namkia. Namkia or no Namkia, the appeal had been made 
to me; it had to be answered somehow. So, as he wouldn’t 
go, I took Haichangnang, and early next morning, with a 
wallet of drugs, we took the eastward road to Haijaichak. 

Kepelo lay in the U-shaped pass, a little way up the side 
from Haijaichak. We turned to the north from the road, 
and climbed steeply, through graves and stones and gullies 
and all the litter of a village ; through a belt of wood; and 
then, up a steeper slope than ever, between the granaries on 
their bamboo stilts, into Kepelo’s wide, bare village street. 

As soon as the villagers met us, memory flew back to the 
time when first I came to this district. They seethed, they 
surged, they fell on me, as they had at Guilong. They 
clamoured, they cried out, they thrust gifts on me, they 
touched my clothes, they begged my blessing. Then Masang’s 
brother came out and brought us through the mob. He 
led us into the house where Masang was lying and closed the 
door in the face of the crowd outside. Soon I was to under- 
stand what had prompted all these repeated and embarrassing 
demonstrations since my arrival in the Zemi country. 

The house, as all Naga houses are, was pitchy dark. A fire 
burned on the hearth, between three stones; behind it the 
family sat, the firelight catching them; behind them again 
was a rich, brown shadow, a smoky darkness, with glimpses of 
mats, clothes, gourds, beds, baskets, leaping for an instant 
out of obscurity as a flame briefly rose. 

At the near side of the fire, on a mat on the floor, was 
Masang. 

All doubts and fears I had of the wisdom of coming, of 
seeming to patronize him, were gone in a moment. Masang 
was dying. 

Of the old, hard, stocky ruffian, tousled and tough and 
brutal, there was nothing left. On the long cane mat, under 
a cloth or two, was a skeleton. Caked with soot and grime 
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from a two months’ illness, his powerful muscle gone ; his 
bones—the skull-like shape of his face, the thin, thin arms, the 
legs like stalks—alone showed now, under the tight-drawn, 
leathery skin. And, from the skull, the little, yellowed eyes 
looked out at mine. A hand came up, a hand all bones—a 
dry, harsh, dead, black hand, like a bird’s claw—and groped 
for mine. 

_ “My mother. Goddess. Save me,” said Masang. “I 
am afraid to die.” 

I looked across the hearth at Haichangnang. I saw his 
face, his look; and I understood. To Masang I was, and 
always had been, re-incarnated Gaidiliu. 

I sat there most of the day. It comforted Masang. He 
hardly spoke at all, except to reiterate his pathetic appeal, but 
he lay, half-seen in the dark, his hand on my knee, or holding 
mine, like a child. When I moved away, as I once or twice 
did, there was a sudden moan, and that dreadful hand, that 
crusted, skeleton’s hand, came feeling over his head to pull me 
back. I was glad I had Haichangnang and not Namkia. He 
didn’t interfere with the dying man, rate him, exult, as Namkia 
might have done. His face convulsed with pity, the little man 
sat, and watched the two of us from across the fire. When 
he spoke at all, it was with sympathy, comfort and a human 
gentleness which I loved in him. 

Then there was time to think. In the quiet house the 
whole mysterious jigsaw fell into shape. 

From the very first moment he saw me, I later learned, 
Masang believed that I was Gaidiliu. Why, Heaven only 
knows ; for, as far as I can tell, there is not a single point of 
resemblance between us, except our sex. But she had 
promised, it seemed, to return in another form, one in which 
her enemies would not know her; and what disguise could 
possibly be better than the shape of a European woman ? 
At all events, he up and announced my godhead publicly, 
in Laisong village, at the meeting there ; and while the steady 
element, such as Namkia, recoiled, and the main body sat 


[158] 


Understanding 


tight and awaited events, the mad and faithful, such as Guilong, 
fell for it hook, line and sinker. So that was why I had been 
mobbed as I was. That was why strangers appeared from the 
back of beyond with presents. That was why the Bopung- 
wemi party stripped their youngest member and made me an 
emergency gift. That was why headmen had fallen at my 
feet and called me “‘ Mother” and “‘ She-Spirit””. And oh ! 
how right she had been, when she told Mr Mills it was hard 
work being a goddess, and she never had time for a bath ! 
Oh, the bleating inanities of Guilong! Oh, the clutch of 
hands! Oh, the clawing, the thrusting, the arrogant claim 
to worship, to derive benefit, at any hour of the day or night ! 
Oh, anthropology! Oh, shades of The Golden Bough! The 
strain, the misery of being a God ! . 

And after that, there had been the second visit from Bopung- 
wemi. While the others, whom I had seen before, distracted 
me with chatter and gifts laid out, the fourth man of the 
party, a big, tall, hulking brute, had leaned against the veranda- 
post and stared and stared. And later, somehow, the rush of 
visitors had declined. I never asked Masang; but I was 
almost sure—he had been down, they said, and been to 
Maibong—that that was Dikheo ; come at the risk of his life 
to see this re-incarnation Masang was talking of ; and that he 
failed to pass me. So only Masang believed, and the few he 
led. Namkia, knowing—they all of them knew, but me— 
had kept him away from Laisong, cut short his visits, till, 
with his job gone, Dikheo dead, he fell ill, and sent for me— 
sent, Haichangnang said, by the name of Gaidiliu. And here 
we were by the hearth, on a dirty mat, Masang’s black hand 
in mine, and Haichangnang looking at us across the fire. 

From that moment, I think, I became a Zemi. I under- 
stood them as I had never done before. Their faults, their 
follies, their sincerities, were all so clear. I would have said 
before that Masang’s recognition of me, based, it would seem, 
on no good reason at all, was just a device to regain his former 
power. Given a goddess, he could be her prophet. 
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But what to make of this? Masang was dying. He 
knew it, and so did we; I could do nothing for him. He 
was afraid of death, but he was not asking me, myself, to save 
him. He was asking Gaidiliu, his queen, his goddess, in 
whom he so believed, in whom he trusted, whose hand he 
now, half-conscious, held and held; she for whose sake he 
had been beaten and jailed ; she to whom, dying, he clung. 
I sat on and on there, quiet, the dry paw lying in mine. 

It was evening when we left. The village mobbed us. 
For the first time consciously, but for the last time, I went 
down a village street as a divine being. They crowded and 
clung to me, as when I came. Now it was all simple and 
comprehensible. When Masang died, I knew, there would 
be an end of it all. Haichangnang caught my eye and knew 
that I understood, and, leaving the village gradually, patient 
at last with the crowds, we reached the bridle-road and went 
slowly home with a strange new sympathy and understanding 
between us. 

A fortnight later, we heard that Masang had died. I doubt 
if Gaidiliu had a better servant. 
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HERE lay the taste of Laisong, its special flavour ; 

what brought us back, aching for it, after ten days 

away? There was the square bungalow, with its 
sagging thatch and its latticed railings ; the infinite grey and 
brown tones ofits matting walls and woodwork ; the morning 
light slanting steely and sharp through the shutter cracks ; 
the hills behind, with the pale, clear colours altering on them, 
on grass and wood and forest, as the sun climbed across the 
Jenam valley. There was the jungle which merged into the 
camp, creeping up in a green tide till cut and driven back to 
another temporary boundary ; the men’s bare, copper backs 
lifting to the rhythm of the cut, as they worked in line across 
the slope. There was the garden, a small, fenced patch ; 
ridged brown beds dotted with clumps of dull green, with 
blossom-dotted beanstacks, peas loud with insects; where 
the men came in at that slack hour just before dusk, to stand 
and appraise, and patronize the gardener, white cloths and black 
heads passing between the rows. There were the clouds of 
swallows which swooped and swept, like midges, above the 
village ; diving to their nests in the morung gables ;_flicker- 
ing over in rapid flight, flashing by at ground-level, or hardly 
visible in the high, soft, tinted evening sky. There were the 
rock outcrops below the bungalow, where one could sit and 
look over the whole great bow] of the Jenam ; the river little 
and bright, the patch of Rangalang’s field, the sheen of the big 
pool where Namkia and I fished, the complexities of the gorge 
through which the river wound, doubling back on itself again 
and again between the interlocking spurs. 
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But chiefly it was an atmosphere. A barrier lay between us 
and the outer world. One could, by walking over the hill 
to Asalu, pass it ; for there below was the railway, the shriek 
and clatter of trains and the stink of travel. Here, behind the 
Barail, was an ageless calm. The smoke of evening drifted 
out of the morungs ; the last few stragglers came trudging 
up the path ; the last sun left Nenglo, on the farther hill, and 
the short twilight gathered the village in. 

Life itself was hard and uncertain. One never let a quarrel 
linger. A bout of fever, or a falling tree—who could be sure 
of surviving to make it up? One lived entirely in the present, 
with a directness, a simplicity, which produced a great content. 
The lack of material wealth, too, accentuated spiritual values, 
set them, rather, in higher relief; they were seen more clearly, 
without the irrelevant clutter and distractions with which, in a 
more complex society, they are overlaid. 

Life might be short, but it was rich and human. I think 
the Zemi were a great deal happier than we. There one 
derived pleasure from small and transient things, from kind- 
nesses, friendships, loyalties and the like, which because of 
their simpler, barer state were more deeply felt and of greater 
meaning. Then, too, there was always the sense of mortality 
and impermanence to quicken appreciation. Death was never 
very far from anyone in that malarial, doctorless country, and 
thinking back, I believe it was chiefly that which held one so 
firmly in the present and prevented too great building of 
hopes for the future. Certainly, to enjoy every simple 
pleasure as though it were for the last time sharpened the 
senses and gave life an extraordinarily rich texture. 

Security there was, though, in a wider sense. There was 
an immense feeling of temporal unity, of a past reaching back 
into the mists, but very little different from the present ; of an 
inevitable future stretching forward in time. A man could 
plant and build for twenty years or for generations hence. 
If he did not live to enjoy it, his children might, and if not 
his own children, then his brothers’ or cousins’ sons, linked 
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to his own line far back in the ramifications of the clan, 
children of his own kindred and his own descent. Men often 
spoke of their clan or family as of themselves, “I”—‘I 
founded Gareolowa,” “I killed an Angami down there by 
the river, before the British came.” It proved on inquiry 
to be some ancestor, not always a direct one; they would 
speak of ten or fifteen generations back in such an intimate 
tone. So closely were past and present linked in one long 
continuity that the individual life was almost lost in them, for 
they were one. And if the individual were mortal, the clan, 
the tribe, of which he was a part for ever, went eternally on. 

Inner peace might be of the Zemis’ own making, but 
external peace, which they valued in spite of themselves, was 
nothing more or less than the Pax Britannica; which was 
already threatened. 


I went to Calcutta again in December, 1941, on my annual 
holiday, and once more took Namkia. This time he insisted 
on bringing Haichangnang for company, chiefly because 
last year the villagers had not believed Namkia’s all-too-sober 
accounts of the Second City and had called him a liar. 
Haichangnang, he felt, would be a safe witness, for the little 
man hadn’t the brains to tell a lie. His mind worked slowly, 
on the most literal lines. 

There was the episode of the garden peas. We had raised 
a crop of an imported strain, and Haichangnang loved them. 
He was always begging a few as a treat. One day he was 
discovered among the pea-sticks, carefully and methodically 
killing off all the bees which were visiting the blooms. I 
stopped him in horror. He said in an injured tone that he was 
“killing the flies which are spoiling the peas, because I like 
peas, you see”. 

I called Namkia and asked him to explain. He drew 
Haichangnang away to the end of the garden and there ex- 
pounded slowly, in simple words, why, if it were not for the 
little bees, there would be no peas for Haichangnang to eat. 
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There was a long, anxious silence while the little man’s churn- 
ing brain tried to make sense of it. Then came the dawn—a 
radiant spreading of comprehension and a long-drawn: 
“ Ohhh !” 

I had my own reasons for taking them both to Calcutta. 
The war was drawing nearer the Far East and I knew only too 
well the kind of talk which was going on among the dis- 
affected Zemi. I wanted to show them the War Weapons 
Exhibition which was then on—not very much, perhaps, but 
still something to quote against the irresponsible elements. So, 
arrived in Calcutta, off we went to it at the first chance, the 
men in all the glory of tribal dress. 

We were a third of the way round before anyone really 
noticed them. Then things happened. Cameras appeared, 
a solid, blinking row, at waist-level, eye-level, held against 
cheeks and chests ; cinés whirred, officials hurried up—they 
were the two most-photographed men in Calcutta. 

In return for publicity-pictures, they were allowed the run 
of the Exhibition. A friendly sergeant-major took charge of 
them, and when sightseeing palled and the sun grew hot he 
ran them off to the canteen and filled them up with ices. 

‘‘ Whenever you want to park them, miss,” he said. (I still 
had to tail them round when I went out shopping.) “ You 
bring ’em along to me. I'll keep ’em happy.” 

Day after day I did ; and they waxed fatter daily and loved 
him more. In later years, whenever we met British troops 
Namkia used to go over and look for his sergeant-major. 

We came back to Mahur to find the former S.D.O. gone 
and the new one, Mr Perry, encamped at the bungalow. I 
went to meet him with some trepidation. To a woman 
alone, as I knew to my cost by then, district officers were 
mostly hostile. 

A slim, very tall man came out of the house to meet me. 
We shook hands. Even today, very many years later, I can 
still say that there are few who have shown me as much 
kindness as Mr and Mrs Perry. 
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With the first post to reach Laisong after our return came 
the news of Pearl Harbour. All through the winter of 
1941/2, however, the war still seemed to be a long way off. 
There followed the blow of Singapore and the invasion of 
Burma. Still it didn’t seem to touch us, remote as North 
Cachar was, and Laisong remoter, shut off behind the high 
wall of the Barail. It was all far off, something happening 
in the infrequent newspapers, not concerned with our immedi- 
ate affairs, the risk attendant on jungle-fires, milk for a mother- 
less baby, the blacksmith’s illness, the urgent necessity of re- 
thatching the house. Then in March I went to stay with 
friends down in the Plains. I found everything prepared for 
evacuation at twenty-four hours’ notice ; the men ready for 
call-up ; and an SOS out for women to help with the Burma 
refugees. 

The war was on us. There was one thing I didn’t intend to 
do, despite the general confusion, and that was to leave Assam 
—whether there was a general evacuation or not. Returning 
to Laisong, I recruited, not without difficulty, a team of Zemi 
volunteers, and offered our services to the Government on 
any of the refugee routes where we could be of use. 

Our luck was out. They had stopped sending women 
workers up the roads, because the conditions there were so 
appalling. In the last days of March, 1942, we received 
orders to go to Lumding Junction, to run a canteen at the 
station there. Swearing a little, for we had formed an efficient 
unit for jungle-work, we reorganized ourselves and prepared 
to go to Haflong and collect equipment. 

This abrupt upheaval, involving myself at least in the fringes 
of world catastrophe, threw sudden strain on relations with the 
Zemi. We at Laisong, that little group of half a dozen or so, 
had become a team, a kienga, a matriarchal family. There 
was no telling what its ties, which were delicate and undefined, 
could stand. One couldn’t expect too much; but, though 
the others remained behind with the house and dogs, Namkia, 
Haichangnang, Ramgakpa and Dinekamba were all going to 
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Lumding, which they feared much more than the Manipur 
refugee routes. 

When it became generally known that we were going, there 
occurred an unexpected incident. 

A deputation of headman suddenly appeared to protest 
against the Governor’s orders to me to go. This was no 
time, they said, with invasion imminent, and the country in a 
disturbed state, for a young woman to be about alone. If 
whatever Europeans were responsible for my safety (and they 
supposed that the British, like the Zemi, took care of their own 
people) were not prepared or willing to look after me, then, 
they said, the Zemi would. They as a tribe would take full 
responsibility. And, as a first step, they forbade me to leave 
the shelter of the hills. 

I said that whatever happened, orders were orders. They 
stopped my porters, left the camp in a swirl of red blankets, 
and went off to Haflong and Perry. He only got me away 
at all by promising them that he personally would see me back, 
come hell or high water. And then we left Laisong at last for 
Lumding. 

Namkia was strangely silent on the way down. On our 
last night in the hills, in the camp at Asalu, he drifted to and 
fro, hanging about—wishing, it seemed, to say something, 
and yet not able to nerve himself to the point. A little after 
dark, when the lamp was lit and I was sitting writing, he came 
abruptly in. Before I could move, he dropped on his knees 
in front of me. His arms went round me, his head went 
down on my lap, and suddenly, bitterly, he began to cry. 

This was so completely unlike Namkia, so shocking a col- 
lapse, that for a few seconds I did nothing. 

‘“‘Namkia, Namkia! Whatever is the matter?” 

I shook him and tried to raise him. He didn’t move. I 
tried to quiet him. He went on weeping. I pulled myself 
free and stood up, and his head and arms fell on the empty 
chair, where he went on crying. There was some rum in the 
stores. I hunted for it and found it, gave him a stiff tot, and 
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bullied him into taking it medicine fashion. In a little while 
it worked. His sobs grew less, and he sat up gulping, regaining 
his self-control. 

“* Well, what’s the trouble ?”’ I said, after a little. 

He got up and perched himself on the edge of the bamboo 
table, always his favourite seat. 

“Tt was all right before I left Laisong. I didn’t mind a bit 
and I wasn’t afraid to go. But now my wife and mother 
have been at me, and I don’t know what to do. Suppose 
Assam is invaded, and abandoned without a fight, as they say 
it’s going to be?” He looked across at me. “ Suppose we 
can’t come back? Suppose raiding breaks out again in the 
hills when the British go? Who'll look after my wife and 
children? I was in the village today, and heard what they're 
saying. They say this isn’t our war, and we ought to leave 
it alone—we aren’t Japs, we aren’t British; we're Zemi. 
What’s it to do with us?”” There was dire trouble in his face. 
“We've been together now, you and I and the others, for 
two years now ; we are like a family. How can I leave you ? 
—What about my children? Oh, my sister, my sister, I’m 
being pulled in two! Which way shall I go?” 

I sat down at the table. 

“Well,” I said. ‘I don’t know what’s going to happen, 
either. But my home’s here in Laisong, and I’m coming 
back to it whatever happens. After all, Lumding isn’t far ; 
we can walk home in four days. As for the rest, I don’t think 
you Zemi will be able to stay as neutral as you think—cer- 
tainly not if the Angamis and Kukis take sides ; and I doubt 
if you'd find the Japs a fair exchange for the British. From 
what I hear, they’re rather more like the old Kachari Kings 
you talk about, who made men lick knives, and flayed the soles 
off their feet and made them walk along thorny logs.” 

“ That’s likely,” said Namkia. 

“ Meantime, there are all these people coming through from 
Burma, in the devil ofa state. I’ve been told to go down and 
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with me. If you people won't come, it’s my bad luck—I’ve 
had the orders, not you.” 

Namkia got off his perch and wiped his eyes. 

‘* Asipui-ghao,’ he said. ‘‘Dear elder sister—don’t be 
afraid, we're all in it together.” 

We shook hands on it, and he went off to the lines. Three 
days later, in vile discomfort, by fits and starts, half our kit 
adrift on a line already disrupted and chaotic, we landed up 
on a hot, dark night at Lumding. 
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It had no other raison d’étre whatever. It had originally 

been built, in a clearing hacked in the steamy green 
Nambhor Forest, at the point where the proposed Hill Section 
Line was due to meet that running up the Assam Valley. 
Unhappily, when the Hill Section was completed, the actual 
junction came at a point about a mile and a half west of 
where they had already constructed Lumding. So there 
the two were; the station, platforms, signals, sheds, yards 
and town, as isolated in the jungle—except for the railway— 
as an island-universe in space ; and, beyond it, a mute diver- 
gence in the heart of the forest, where one bare line went one 
way, and one the other, each disappearing into a green channel 
of vegetation like two friends cutting each other dead. 

The place was in the first throes of that confusion which 
would undoubtedly have swamped Assam had the Japanese 
come in. The yards were choked with wagons—loads of 
bamboo, of building materials, which, in the panic, no one 
had claimed ; consignments left lying about unforwarded till 
the siding overflowed on to the main line, and mail-trains had 
to wait at the outer signals while, in a sudden frenzy, the trucks 
were shunted up into a temporary jam elsewhere; to be 
decompressed again, and left re-blocking the through tracks, 
as soon as the immediate crisis had passed. 

Had it not been for the providential Mrs Rankin of the 
railway, there wouldn’t have been a canteen. For there was 
nothing ; no shed, store, hut, space, cookshed, food or fuel ; 
not even a place where we could sleep. All was panic, a 
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dusty confusion, like an anthill dug out into the light of day. 
She it was who conjured table-tops from nowhere and com- 
mandeered girders on which to put them. She it was, by 
virtue of her husband’s authority, who found us charcoal 
stoves from the engine-sheds, and a room at the Institute for 
our apparatus; who badgered someone, somewhere, into 
doing something about the promised buildings for us. 
Money, food, equipment and helpers, supposedly there, were 
not. In those first two weeks we had exactly as much as we 
could collect for ourselves, and we lived on Mrs Rankin’s 
local knowledge. 

Early each morning the refugee-trains rolled in loaded to 
the roof. In theory, they passed through during the night, 
reaching Chaparmukh or Pandu in time for the morning meal. 
In fact, they spent the night in sidings while troop-trains went 
up, so that it was into our arms that, hungry, thirsty, exhausted, 
numbed with shock, the refugees fell out at any time between 
five and eight next day. 

To all of us, I think, the main impression of those weeks 
was one of physical exhaustion. Let no one suppose that 
dealing with thousands of uprooted and demoralized human 
beings, against time, and with improvised equipment, is a 
kind of Church Tea. It is a dirty, sweaty, frantic navvy’s 
job ; one is hewer of wood and drawer of water, coal-heaver, 
stoker, scullion, constable, nurse, all by turns and all at once, 
and dustman to wind up with. One’s taskmaster, the hardest 
I know, is the crying need of hundreds of fellow-beings, 
displayed daily in all its nakedness. But, as conditions 
improved, both on the railway and in our own organization, 
and our hours dropped from eighteen a day to sixteen (a very 
great improvement, believe me), we had time to notice 
something of what passed. 

In spite of an initial coolness we joined forces early with a 
Nationalist organization which was running an Indian canteen 
at the far end of the platform. We arrived at an active, 
though unofficial, co-operation. Where the serving staff were 
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concerned, it amounted to integration, for latterly supplies 
were drawn impartially from both kitchens and their workers, 
in their off-time, sometimes gave us a hand in serving troops. 

Mrs Rankin left ten days after we came, her husband being 
posted elsewhere. We moved then from her house into the 
vacant half of the small rest-house. There was no quarter 
for the men, so they came in with me. There was a tiny 
extra bedroom, which Namkia took, a bathroom, which I 
had for a dressing-room, and one bed-sitting-room where I 
ate and wrote and where I and the three remaining Zemi 
slept at night, in a complex maze of mosquito-nets hitched 
to bed, table, chair and any projection which offered. It 
was hard on the men, for they had no privacy ; waking or 
sleeping, they were under my eye; but it was undeniably 
convenient for getting promptly to and from our work. 

Our day began at half-past two in the morning, when a 
messenger knocked on the window and gave me the day’s 
figures. Generally there were two thousand or so all told— 
so many Europeans, six to sixty of them, for whom sandwiches 
must be cut; so many Indians—the other canteen would 
feed them, and tea would be drawn from both. At 3 a.m. I 
roused the men, and, in the only cool hour of the twenty- 
four, we made our way down in the dark with loads of 
kindling and the bread for the sandwiches. Here were the 
tracks, shining a little in the starlight. Over them we trudged 
—here and there was the familiar glow of red or green lights ; 
we came to know the night aspects of Lumding well—then 
the small bulk of our newly-built canteen, a little thatched 
shed, and a cookhouse behind it. (The Yenangyaung con- 
tingent, I remember, came through when the cookshed was 
building. They sat about on the half-built fireplaces and ate 
sausages fried over our stoves ; asked the day of the week ; 
and decided it was “the second Sunday after demolition ”’.) 
Then there were sixty gallons of water to carry, at eight 
gallons a trip, the fires to light and the water to boil, and while 
it heated we cut the sandwiches and set out the mugs. 
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Somewhere between four, when the first smell of dawn 
came in the air, and five, when the birds were waking and the 
night cool fading away, there came, with any luck, one or two 
of our faithful contingent of helpers—usually the Hogermeer 
family, the only Europeans to tackle the early shift. Then 
day came. And with it, clanking in over the points, the 
expected train—dull, brownish paint peeling and sun-bleached, 
the high, old-fashioned carriages packed, jammed, with weary 
people. 

The next two hours were one whirl of serving and pouring, 
of fetching, washing, dishing, handing out; of crises and 
scalds. We leaned at last on the counter among the dirty 
cups and debris, the crumby plates, the spilt tea, the stains, 
the odd, wet tea-leaves, to watch the train pull out, and then 
washed up, swabbed, cleaned, swept, and went home in the 
growing heat to breakfast. 

Ten o'clock, and, armed with baskets of bread and buns, 
we came down to open again for the wounded. 

For some reason their train always stopped at the far end 
of the platform, giving us a hundred-yard dash with each 
lot of tea. Most of them, too, were stretcher-cases, unable to 
come to the canteen. Others, whose wounds were foul or 
clothes bloodstained, would not, from an innate delicacy, 
come up to the shed for fear of upsetting the lady helpers. 
They were amazing. Tired, thirsty, in rags, some with reek- 
ing wounds, some with first field-dressings still on, packed 
into filthy compartments, often without a doctor, an orderly 
or a bedpan on the train, they grinned, and said : “Please,” 
and “‘ Thank you,” and “Take it easy, miss,” and carriage 
after carriage went out with windows solid with waving men : 
“See you on the way back, miss! Thank you for the tea. 
See you on the Road to Mandalay!” The Naga is an 
emotional creature, quickly responsive ; to see the men who, 
in Namkia’s phrase, were “‘ putting their bodies for a shield 
between us and the Japs” brought the war home to them 
suddenly. It became a personal matter, a debt to be dis- 
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charged. Instead of following me, they began to work 
furiously at the canteen on their own account. 

By twelve or twelve-thirty the wounded were gone. The 
station baked in the heat, in a glare of sun. A pi-dog or two 
wandered about the glinting metals, sniffing and scavenging. 
Behind the sidings, the gul-mohur trees were in flower. But 
the sunlight swallowed their colour, ate it up in yellow heat ; 
one had to wait till evening to see them in all their blaze of 
scarlet, of bunches of bloom floating against deep, cool, green 
leaves. We washed up and closed again, and went back to 
lunch. 

The little house was stifling by then. It was too hot to 
sleep. The men bathed; so did I. Then at three o’clock, 
when the heat was at its thickest and most stuffy, we went 
down to the third shift, for the Up Mail, and those stray 
trains, loaded with trucks, ambulances or mules, which 
trickled through from time to time on their way to the front. 
Generally, we were through with that by seven or eight. 
Then there were accounts to do, and correspondence, while 
the fan clacked overhead and the men slept on the floor 
round me. At nine or nine-thirty I switched off the light and 
rolled into bed myself. 

And at half-past two in the morning it all began again. 
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OT till the middle of May 1942 did we see Laisong 
| \ | again. We came crawling back over the Tolpui pass, 
exhausted, a shadow of the party which marched off. 

We were worn out, worked to a standstill. 

When my relief took over at last—she, brave woman, 
was a grandmother, the only person who could be found to 
come—and we fell into the Haflong train, we lay on the 
narrow benches and just slept. Back at Laisong, we went 
on sleeping for a week. The Burma Army was falling back 
then, fighting, to the Manipur border. Imphal was bombed ; 
invasion was imminent; children were being sent away, 
women were leaving ; and we lay like logs on our beds and 
made up six weeks’ arrears. Had Assam been abandoned, 
had invasion come, had India itself fallen, still we couldn’t 
have staggered as far as Mahur. 

Then the Rains broke. Invasion was halted till autumn. 
A wall of falling water, a grey screen, shut us and our eyrie 
off from the rest of the world. Three weeks later, on the 
first clear day after the downpour, in walked the Zemi problem 
in living form—three human skeletons, which, with horror, I 
recognized as Asalu men I knew. I ran for Namkia. He 
admitted at last that there was a famine in Asalu, and that 
they were keeping it from the Government’s knowledge. 

It was all as tragic as misunderstanding as one could find. 
A generation before, in another scarcity, a Haflong clerk who 
was gifted more with dramatic than common sense had come 
out with bulging grain-bags, opened them wide, and told 
the hungry villagers to help themselves. Quite a number 
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did ; but only years later did they learn what the clerk, at 
the time, had omitted to tell them; that the grain was a 
long-term loan, to be repaid. Brothers, descendants, heirs 
of dead-and-gone men, youths who had never even tasted the 
borrowed rice, found themselves liable for its repayment. 
In the end, the headmen had to resolve the hopeless tangle 
by a house-to-house levy throughout the village. Not un- 
naturally, the Zemi took the whole wretched mistake for 
calculated cunning. They swore that never again would they 
accept help so mean, and allow their distress to be exploited 
for usury. 

Now here were the fruits of that twenty-year-old stupidity. 
When, the August before, a plague of grasshoppers ate up the 
flowering rice, Impoi and Asalu had lost most of their crop. 
Whether through their concealment or through the negligence 
of the man sent out to inquire, nothing of this appeared on the 
Haflong records. Both villages had launched out unsupported 
on six months’ scarcity. There were no grain reserves ; it 
was years since they had had any. Now an epidemic had 
laid out the able-bodied men, on whose daily earnings every- 
thing depended, and there was nothing left. The people 
were starving. Everyone who could stand, grandmothers, 
even, was out searching the woods for roots and edible leaves. 

The headmen arrived to see me that same afternoon. They 
were a tragic sight, lean ghosts of my old friends. Their 
hair was lank, they were pitiably thin; the dry skin was 
tight over their ribs and cheekbones. They wanted me to 
keep quiet about the famine and make them a private loan to 
see them through. 

I argued with them and Namkia for a long time. There 
seemed no way to clear up that clerk’s mistake. They 
wouldn’t believe for a minute that, though loans were the 
normal thing, they could have free relief in real trouble. 
They were convinced that if anyone once knew an avid 
Government would be down on them to squeeze out every 
penny it could—it was heartbreaking. I gave it up at last 
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and paid out the loan. But I sent a letter in to Perry next 


The crust of Zemi secrecy so rarely cracked that when it 
did, what emerged was startling. One moment all was 
peace and silence in the Barail, and the next a shocked Perry, 
still new to the district, was faced with a full-grown famine 
sprung out of the ground. There wasn’t a thing on the 
books, not a hint from his predecessor—he couldn’t believe it. 
He sent a man out hot-foot to confirm or deny. His report 
was enough—things happened. As soon as the stuff could 
be sacked and put on porters, twenty loads of Government 
free-relief rice were on their way up the road, while Perry 
himself, with the ample balance, was hurrying up behind. 
Like the clerk before us, he and I opened the bulging sacks and 
called on the people to take—and they looked at us long and 
dumbly, and turned away. 

Arguing, cajoling, we persuaded the urgent cases to take a 
little. My Asalu friend Miroteung, whom I had seen a few 
months back lying laughing on his porch bench, tossing his 
fat, gurgling, golden-brown baby up in the air, came in fresh 
from the baby’s burial and almost too weak with hunger to 
stand. He sat against the doorpost and shook his head at all 
my entreaties—talking exhausted him. He wouldn’t touch 
the rice. 

‘But, Miroteung, you must! You've been ill, so has 
your wife—if there’s any catch in it, any interest to pay, I'll 
make up every last anna myself, I swear I will.” 

He nodded at that; but he wouldn’t take more than ten 
pounds. I had to send one of my own men to carry it down 
for him. 

When Perry and I met again at Laisong a week later the 
worst sufferers had been fed and immediate tragedy prevented ; 
but only just. It had been a near thing, the Asalu headmen 
said; deaths from starvation would have begun that week. 
Comparing notes, Perry and I were agreed on one thing in 
heart and soul, and that was that something must be done 
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about the Zemi. We couldn’t let this horrible misunderstand- 
ing continue. But what were we to do? 

Perry was a just and able officer and well-liked, and already 
was as freely accepted by the Zemi as I, indeed as no officer 
had been for a dozen years; but the trouble was far too 
deep-rooted for our individual influence to cure. Some- 
thing much bigger was required. True, confidence might be 
built up only to be thrown down and destroyed again by the 
next twist of the political wheel, but that risk had to be 
taken ; things couldn’t go on as they were. Perhaps, if we 
were lucky, we should get the chance, the opening we could 
use. 

Perry went back to Haflong, and we stayed on at the camp. 
Over and above the famine it was a bad Rains. Our nerves 
were still in rags after Lumding and we snapped and squabbled 
like bad-tempered children. Then I went down with malaria. 

No woman could have been more gentle, no nurse more 
devoted than Namkia was to me then. I was very ill for a time 
and quite helpless. For a day and a night he never left my 
room ; every time I roused, he was sitting by me; at night 
he lay beside the bed and woke at my least move. There 
are no words for his tenderness, his delicacy and his care ; 
this was a new Namkia. 

In July came the dysentery outbreak in Nraitsak. This 
tragedy, like the famine, sprang directly from Zemi con- 
servatism and isolation. Like the famine, it was preventable, 
but unlike it, it was discovered too late. 

The dysentery was a new and virulent kind brought in by 
the refugees. Their trains infected the line as they passed 
down it, and thence it spread outwards into the hills along- 
side ; all that summer and in the two succeeding years it 
sprang up here and there in deadly outbreaks. When it 
appeared in Nraitsak, which it did early, before its danger 
was known, the elders decided that, as medicine could not 
cure at one magical stroke and must be carried on over long 
and tiresome periods, and as a doctor would need feeding and 
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housing all that time, they would economize, keeping the 
outbreak a close secret and ending it by the time-honoured 
sacrifice of a monster pig. 

Alas, for their mistaken piety! When, a month later, a 
man we had treated once before developed symptoms and 
sent over for help, the whole thing came to light. Of their 
population of sixty, twenty were then dead. 

As if to match the confusion in human affairs, the Rains 
were the wildest and windiest we had known. The short 
bushes on the south cliff shook day after day to a lashing 
south-west gale ; rain rattled like bullets on the outer walls. 
Inside the house, strings of wet clothes hung in a perpetual 
haze of wood-smoke. Only the fiercest and most expert 
blowing roused the damp logs to a flicker. Out in the garden 
the very soil was swept away; the top beds were left as 
gravel-heaps, while the rich silt banked on the lower fence. 
The fence itself blew down, and the few flowers were mashed 
to pulp. Believing, in my innocence, that what had with- 
stood that first hailstorm was still safe, I went on sleeping like a 
child in the end room. I was unmoved when first the front 
and then the side matting was whisked off the roof and the 
thatch scattered over half the spur. 

Then came the third gale. 

That night the rain was battering at the walls, water was 
cascading in through the cracks and chinks, and the whole 
house creaked to the gusts like a ship at sea. Lying there in 
the draughty dark, I could hear Namkia shifting restlessly in 
the far corner. Now and then, when a glare of lightning 
lit up the room, I saw him looking up at the roof above ; 
but I snuggled down in my camp cot and hunched the blankets 
tight with that extra pleasure of being warm and dry with a 
wild, wet night shut out. I only turned a little, half-asleep, 
when a sudden crackling over us made him sit sharply up. 

“It’s only hail,” I said. 

“Quick, quick !—the house is going !” 

I reached the living-room floor in one electric leap. I stood 
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with my heart thumping somewhere high in my throat till 
the ripping and rending stopped, and we heard instead the 
splash of water on the matting floor. 

We ventured back step by step into the sodden room. 
Half of it now stood open to the sky. The thatch was stripped 
clean off. The rafters were splintered, the ties were gone ; 
and purplish lightning flickered evilly behind the naked beams. 

I could never sleep through a gale in that room again. 

Lastly, there was the atmosphere of those three months. 
The Japs were just beyond the border, there was tension 
everywhere ; rumour and counter-rumour rippled through. 
The Zemi were afraid. Talk magnified our defeats; Jap 
prowess was exalted. Invasion in the autumn seemed certain, 
and what to do when it came was a problem for all of us. 
Some time in July I had a message. Over in Manipur, the 
Kabui, Zemi and Lyeng had held a meeting to decide on joint 
action should the administration withdraw. They asked 
whether, in that event, I would stay behind as their leader. 

I sent back, for the moment, a non-committal reply. But, 
if invasion came, I meant to stay. 
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THE COLONEL 
Ie early August I heard from Haflong that a Colonel 


Rawdon Wright was coming to see me. 

One could, from the bungalow, see a strip of the road 
beyond the village. It must have been about noon or a little 
later when we saw a shirted figure, unmistakably European, 
descending it with attendant Nagas in front and behind. I 
sent a man down with a note to ask the visitor to lunch. 

He returned in an hour, with the note but no guest. 
Scribbled in the note’s margin was : 

“So sorry, but I’ve got a gammy leg. I'd better go 
straight on down to the rest-house.” 

The messenger, who was Dinekamba, confirmed. The 
Sahib was very lame, and going slowly. I called Namkia, 
and we went down by the east path, expecting to meet the 
party at the bottom. They weren't there. 

We looked at the road for tracks. There weren't any. 
We followed it back towards Asalu. Turn after turn we 
passed, and still no sign. We weren’t far from the mouth 
of the western path when at last we saw them. Then I 
understood why. The Colonel’s leg was straight ; he couldn't 
bend it. There was a broad stretch of bandage showing 
between stocking and shorts. Nor was he young. 

We shook hands in the middle of the road and Namkia 
and I led on down to the rest-house. It was late by then, 
so instead of my lunching him, he lunched me. We ate 
sardines and bread in the long, cool, concrete veranda. 

“Tye heard a lot of you,” I said. ‘ You knew Mr Jeffery, 
didn’t you?” 
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There were a host of mutual friends, Mr Mills not least. 
The Colonel had met my parents, too, casually, in the country 
at home. He’d had a job joining up again when war broke 
out. He’d retired, and there was his gammy leg, which he’d 
collected in the Kaiser’s war. There was an open wound in 
it still. He got into the R.A.F. in the end, in a ground job. 
Then the war came near Assam, his old stamping-ground— 
he’d been in the Assam Rifles between the wars. He began 
to raise heaven and earth to get out again. He did, in the 
end—but only for desk-work, when he’d wanted to get back 
to the hills and his men. And as to what he was doing 
now—— 

I heard about that next day. 

He belonged to a guerilla organization, a unit known as 
‘““V” Force, whose job it was to recruit the hill-tribes for 
service as scouts. It was now nearly the end of the Rains 
and the Japs were standing along the length of the Burma 
border. Behind us, in India itself, the Congress Party had 
stirred up widespread internal trouble, apparently to coincide 
with a Japanese invasion in force in the near future. It was 
only to be expected that the Japs would press forward as 
soon as they could. The fact that they had not moved yet 
might be because they were watching the Congress Party’s 
rising. If it scored more success than it had at present, or 
even if it did not and they felt themselves strong enough, 
they were likely to attack India at the first chance. “V” 
Force was therefore actively interested in the border areas, 
and among them North Cachar and that part of Manipur 
which lay in front of it. Several tracks crossed this stretch, 
converging at Haijaichak and thence running to the railway ; 
the district would be of importance if invasion came, and mean- 
time it was as well to stop spies and agents from reaching 
the enemy through it, as they could easily do from the wayside 
stations. What did I think about recruiting a Watch and 
Ward ? 

We brought out a map and spread it on the table. There 
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were the tracks ; the road from Kohima, and the Naga paths 
from Maovom and Impuiloa, meeting at Haijaichak in the 
eastern end of the pass. The only other route, that from 
Hangrum, came out at the west end of the pass by Laisong 
rest-house, and Laisong itself covered it. There was a possible 
route from Hangrum up the stream-beds and by Tolpui, which 
cut out these; but it was difficult, and would need local 
guides. Hangrum covered that. One thing was clear. No- 
thing could be done without the Zemi. 

Not only were they in the great majority, but their villages 
lay at every strategic point. The Kuki villages were small, 
scattered, and tucked away in corners of the hills. Only one 
village, Khuangmual, near the Naga Hills border, occupied 
an important position. The Zemi had everything else which 
was going to matter. 

As a former Commandant of the Assam Rifles, the Colonel 
knew, at first hand, all about Gaidiliu and the political situation. 

“What d’you think they'll do?” 

“I don’t know. There’s a sound element ; that interpreter 
of mine, Namkia, is one of them, and he carries quite a bit of 
weight. Asalu and the Impoi group could be relied on— 
that’s where he lives. Then there’s a big group, much the 
biggest, I'd say, which doesn’t want to get mixed up in 
anything ; just wants to be left alone. Then there’s the old 
crowd, Gaidiliu’s lot. There aren’t many of them now, not 
that one knows of, anyway, and it’s hard to say what influence 
they’ve got. But all the Zemi are really pretty sticky.” 

And I told him about the famine, and a good deal else 
that I knew. 

He said he’d like to go on by Hangrum and out that way 
to the Plains, to see the country a bit for himself. I said I'd 
go along with him as far as Hangrum, as I knew them by 
then. They knew me, too, and they wouldn’t hold aloof 
from me as they would from a stranger alone. We arranged 
to start at eight o’clock next morning, and I went back to 
raise porters from Laisong. 
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I didn’t realize until we came to keep pace with him on the 
bridle-road how desperately slow his leg made him. We 
were making barely a mile and a half an hour. On the steep 
climb which leads out of the Jenam valley to the Nenglo 
ridge, there are short cuts ; narrow Naga paths, for a hundred 
feet or so, which leave out several hundred yards of road. 
To get down a steep slope, the Colonel had to use a man’s 
shoulder; on the short cuts, where none of us could get 
alongside him, he dropped on hands and knees and crawled 
up. He didn’t complain. There was no doubt that his leg 
hurt him. 

Before we reached the top of the hill I asked him outright 
why he had taken on this trek with his leg as it was. (This 
after he had apologized, for the fifth time, for holding us up, 
and pressed me to go on.) He said he’d spent many years 
in Assam, and more than anything he loved his Assam Rifles. 
And, too, the hills, the rivers, the life in the open. He'd 
come back full of hope, and joined “'V” Force. But it was 
manned by young men, who laughed at him, he felt, as 
a desk-bound crock. Therefore he’d begged himself this 
reconnaissance, and he was going to do it if it killed him. 
For, he argued, so long as his leg would carry him, he wasn’t 
a crock, 

So we went on slowly towards Hangrum. After the steep 
climb to Nenglo, two thousand feet or more of it in a couple 
of miles, the road humps itself along a pinnacled ridge, five 
miles of ruckles and pleating, till it climbs the big, camel- 
hump hill which hides Hangrum from Laisong. And this 
road we travelled, in the August steam-heat ; a man’s shoulder 
for the Colonel, step by step, on the down grades; and on 
the other the step by step climb up. 

On the halts, we didn’t talk about the road any more. We 
talked about fishing, and people we’d known in Manipur. 
He was superb. We might have been sitting in a Club 
veranda. 

When we came to the last summit, the one which overlooks 
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Hangrum itself, I saw the headmen waiting at the village 
outskirts, by the upper morung. I knew they'd be in a panic 
at a Colonel Sahib arriving—anything scared Hangrum—so 
I did go on then, Namkia with me, leaving the others to bring 
in Rawdon Wright. The Hangrum headmen came on to 
greet me and we met in the middle, at a turn in the road. 
Before I could open my mouth, Namkia broke in—I had never 
seen him so excited : 

** That Colonel Sahib—he’s not a man, he’s a tiger! He’s 
got a wounded leg. He got it inthe German war. His bearer 
told me. He goes up the hills on all fours, like a bear. He 
comes down the hills like this, on a man’s arm. And not 
one word, not one !—the courage! Anyone else would be 
weeping aloud by now. I tell you he’s not a man—he is a 
tiger |” 

We all stood, and watched the little group of figures, the 
thick-set Colonel conspicuous, descending the dozen zigzags 
of the opposite slope. When he joined us at last, it was in 
a hush greater than any words. 

We halted next day at Hangrum, and went round it. There 
was a silence on the village, as there generally was with 
strangers; but not this time the silence of hostility. They 
all looked at him in the same way as did Namkia, or, for that 
matter, as I. His was not a courage on which one could 
comment. One could only watch. 

Sitting over our drinks in the veranda at sunset, we looked 
out over the hills of Manipur—their infinite ridges, all green 
with forest, lifting, locking, melting, merging; reddened 
now with the sunset reflections behind them. I said some- 
thing of them. 

He looked at me. 

“T think you're in love with the hills.” 

“You're right.” 

The Hangrum headmen came in that evening with a deputa- 
tion of elders. They wanted him to have a litter. They'd 
have one made; they’d arranged the porters. They would 
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provide men free of cost, as a gift from the village. Namkia 
translated. The Colonel shook his head. 

“Tm a soldier, tell them. I’m not going to be carried 
about the country like a woman.” 

This was translated back to the Hangrum headman. He 
said : 

“The Sahib got his wound in the war. It’s nothing to be 
ashamed of. Nobody questions his courage. He ought to 
be carried—he shouldn’t go on as he is.” 

But Rawdon Wright wouldn’t have it. He went on next 
day, over Hemeolowa, that mounting, narrow scramble, on 
foot. The headmen and I stood outside the bungalow, watch- 
ing the white shirt climbing slowly, painfully, with the aid 
of the interpreter’s shoulder, over boulders, gullies, and 
slippery red soil. At the last turn of the road he stopped and 
waved. We waved back. Then the white shirt was gone. 
Nobody said anything, because there was too much to say. 

He fell, the porters told me, three times, coming down the 
steep descent to the Plains from Baladhan. Perry was shocked 
when he met him again on the return journey to “ V” Force 
H.Q. 

I heard from him once or twice later ; he left ‘“‘ V” Force, 
and was busy organizing a Porter Corps. Then he fell ill. 

The reconnaissance, that last gesture, had been too much. 
His leg was amputated at the end of November. 

He died in December, after a three weeks’ fight, just as 
the scheme he had started, North Cachar Watch and Ward, 
came into being. 
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; | OTHING much happened till October. Then, quite 

suddenly, another “ V” Force Colonel dropped in. 

A young and extremely tall one it was this time. 
Critchley, who had been Wingate’s adjutant in Abyssinia. I 
had an interview with him, too, in the veranda of the rest- 
house. I came back from the discussion with a sheaf of 
miscellaneous papers, a credit of Rs 1000/— at the Haflong 
Treasury, and instructions to go ahead and recruit the Zemi 
and Kukis for Watch and Ward. 

I managed to meet Perry a few days later. Here was the 
chance we'd been waiting for to reconcile the Zemi with the 
Government. But there was one thing we must do, or it 
would make things worse than ever, irretrievably bad. Every 
promise we made must be kept to the letter. Here was the 
means, here was the opportunity ; and now it was up to us. 

With the perversity of the female I chose to start recruiting 
at Hangrum, easily the hardest point. 

It was about a week before Namkia and I went up there, 
as I had a bad leg and wasn’t fit to march. In the meantime 
Paodekumba, lately my scullion, called in at the camp ; and, 
hearing of the scheme, volunteered as a scout at once. For 
the next fortnight he was our one and only recruit. 

The Hangrum headmen, when the scheme was put to them, 
registered disapproval and consternation. But they didn't 
say no outright ; they said they’d put the matter to a village 
meeting. So Namkia and I sat at the rest-house for a week 
and nothing happened. Then Hangrum called a public meet- 
ing at last and invited us to come and thrash it out. 
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The meeting-place was the open space in front of the head- 
man’s house. The audience, of whom there were about forty 
or fifty, mostly householders, many with babies on their backs, 
sat, stood or squatted round it. Namkia and I sat together 
on a bench facing them. The headman was beside us, acting 
more or less as chairman of the debate. 

It was a clear, cool day, such as one gets in the hills in the 
early autumn ; a sky like pale silk ; all dust, all haze dissolved 
out of the atmosphere, so that the farthest hills stood out 
crisply. Behind our opponents was the village street, sloping 
here in a broad fan, and on the far side, towering over us, so 
that with the sky behind it looked like an operatic backcloth, 
was the sweeping, smoky-grey prow of the lower morung. 

The headman stood up and briefly announced why we 
were there. Then Namkia rose, and, in a short, forceful 
speech, stated our case. 

To me, sitting there largely as a spectator, the whole pro- 
cedure was ridiculously like an opera. There was the sweep of 
the street upstage to the morung, on which even the sunlight 
looked like a stage effect. There sat the male chorus opposite ; 
and the debate itself took oratorio form. We leapt up one 
after the other, hurled accusations and denials at each other 
and as abruptly sat down. 

A Hangrum man up: 

“ You'll take us away! It’s a trap!” 

Namkia up in answer : 

“No! It’s an honest offer !”’ 

“Why should we fight for the Sahibs? We didn’t fight 
for the Kacharis, we didn’t fight for the Manipuris—why 
should we fight for the British ?” 

Namkia again : 

‘“ Why shouldn’t we? Did the Kacharis or the Manipuris 
stop the Angamis raiding? Haven't the Sahibs done that ? 
Haven't they given us roads and salt-markets ? Haven’t they 
given us protection and peace? Don’t we owe them some- 
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“I tell you it’s a trap! They want to take us away | 
What about the Lushai War? We sent porters for that. 
How many returned ?” 

(He was right. Most of the Zemi porters had died of 
cholera.) 

Up went Namkia : 

“ That was fifty years ago! They've got new medicines 
now. You can get injections now against these things. Don’t 
quote the past at me! You won't be taken away. It’s all 
for service here. Here, in your own village. You'll be paid. 
You'll get guns. This is our country, isn’t it? Why 
shouldn’t we look after it?” 

Opponents were hopping up like fleas now, one after 
another, as the debate grew hot ; Namkia and I jumping up 
in turn to reply. 

“Lies! Lies! Lies!” A man with a child on his back, 
stepping up to shout it at us. 

“Tt’s no lies, but the truth!” (I was up now). “‘If you 
Zemi won't do it, then the Kukis will! Or else there'll be 
troops here to do the job for you, and how will you like 
that? I’m offering you guns—guns ! Where are your own 
guns? When did you last have them ?” 

“Bring your troops in! Let them do it!” 

‘All right !_ You didn’t like it before, did you, when the 
troops got off with your girls? Don’t squeal at me later if 
things go wrong! Fools! We've got guns for you! 
You’ve been disarmed for ten years. If you do the job 
well, you'll have a chance to keep them. Fools ! . 

“Lies! Lies 1” 

“Truth !” 

“You'll take us away !” 

“You'll serve here!” 

“Lies |” 

“Truth !” 

“You'll take us away !” 

“We won't!” 
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It was developing into a nursery shouting-match. 

“Ties! Lies! You'll take us away !” 

“Truth, truth ! We won't!” 

The meeting ended, as Zemi meetings do, by everyone just 
getting up and going home. We hadn’t carried our point. 
There had been nibbles privately to Namkia, but the main 
body of the village was all against it. They weren’t going 
to play unless they were forced to. 

Asalu and Impoi, on the other hand, were eager to do so. 
There were so many candidates we were able to pick and 
choose. The pay offered wasn’t high, only ten to fifteen 
rupees a month, but the two villages were still almost destitute 
and the work offered a heaven-sent escape from economic 
bondage in the Kachari fields. Not only that ; since we had 
helped them in the famine and kept our word to them about 
the free relief, they trusted us. If Perry and I said that this 
scheme was a good thing and they ought to join it, why, 
then, they did, for what we said was likely to be true, and if 
the Government had helped them when they were hungry 
it was up to them to turn to and help the Government. 

By the time I went back to Perry to report, the smaller 
Zemi villages were all co-operating and so was each Kuki 
settlement we had approached. Only Hangrum and its 
satellites—the two Shongkais and Baladhan—were still holding 
out. 

“H’m !” said Perry. “Tl talk to them.” 

We went back to Hangrum, Perry with us. We found 
them in a state of mental turmoil. It was a profound shock 
to them that the smaller villages were supporting the scheme. 
For years Hangrum, because of its great size, had dominated 
the area; now the little settlements had shown that, given 
a strong lead such as Namkia’s, they could defy the colossus. 
It was unprecedented, it was unheard of. Hangrum didn’t 
know what to do next. They abused the recruits who had 
come with us for not doing what Hangrum had decided was 
right for the tribe. The recruits said, to the devil with the 
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Hangrum dictatorship. Perry talked to Hangrum like a 
Dutch uncle, and in the middle of his speech Hangrum’s last 
vassals revolted. Shongkai and Baladhan had arrived at the 
meeting with their recruits, so to speak, in their pockets, 
ready to produce them or not, according as the cat might 
jump, and, seeing the balance tilted for Watch and Ward, 
the headmen leaped up suddenly, dashed out of the meeting, 
and returned, voluble, with their candidates, whom they 
punted into the arms of the astonished Perry in the very middle 
of the council. After that it was all over bar shouting. 
Hangrum, though, that big and unwieldy village, was still 
in such a state of argument with itself that it was incapable 
of deciding anything, so Perry gave them a week to make 
arrangements in and we all moved off down the ridge to 
Baladhan. — 

When I and my party came back on the way to Laisong, 
the first people we met were the Hangrum headmen, who 
greeted us with that over-effusiveness which always means 
that something’s gone wrong. Had Hangrum found its 
recruits? Oh, yes, it had! The two elders fell over each 
other to offer us beer. I caught Namkia’s eye across the lip 
of the cup, and found it eloquent. 

The headmen arranged to bring the recruits along to us 
that evening. Hangrum was large, and had a hundred and 
twenty houses; it had a goodly number of bucks and husky 
young men, the type of scout and runner we wanted ; one 
or two of them had already, through Namkia, who had 
relations there and so a quiet finger in the pie, said they would 
like to join if the village council agreed on co-operation. 

And then, at four o'clock, we met the recruits. 

The headmen ushered them in with distinct nervousness. 
It was justified. The village council, determined to fulfil its 
quota but not to let us have a man whose loss could possibly 
matter, had swept the place of the lame, the halt and the blind. 
Out of the ten candidates, only three had two good eyes. 
None was under forty; most of them had no teeth ; and 
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one was crippled. It wasn’t really the old headman’s fault. 
He was a decent old chap in his way and the village was 
rather much for him. But, drawing a breath, I spoke my 
mind. 

The headmen looked distressed, but it was quite plainly no 
more than they had expected. The candidates didn’t mind 
in the least. In fact, they perked up. I sent the whole lot 
packing and told the headmen that they must find us something 
which at least was all in one piece. 

They came back again next day with a fresh selection. One 
or two of the old ones were, it is true, still there, but the more 
noticeably damaged had been replaced. There was, too, a 
new tone apparent in this consignment. They were more 
or less volunteers and they had not the resignation of the 
other crew. They were apprehensive, certainly, but they 
were going to take measures to protect themselves. I could 
tell by the way Namkia wrapped himself in his scarlet blanket 
and stood aloof that he disapproved of those measures in toto. 
The old headman was in such agitation about it (he must have 
had a bad quarter of an hour with Namkia) that he couldn’t, 
for stuttering, make me understand what it was they wanted. 
I had to call Namkia into it, and, disgustedly, he explained. 
They were asking me to take an oath on all I had said, to 
swear formally on my life that in no circumstances would 
they be sent away. 

“ Sahibs,” said Namkia sharply, “don’t take oaths. A 
Sahib’s word is enough. If a man is a liar, then he isn’t a 
Sahib. An oath—tcha !—the idea!” 

“1 don’t mind,” I said. “‘ What I’ve said is true.” 

Namkia conveyed this to the headmen and recruits and 
then dissociated himself from the proceedings entirely, leaning 
up against a veranda-post and looking distantly on. 

Immediately they heard that I agreed, a tall, fair man— 
his name was Tseva—who had the Caucasian face and warm 
skin, like a sun-tanned European, which one sometimes sees 
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cloth and handed it to me. Namkia came out of his detach- 
ment sufficiently to tell me what to do. I should have to 
repeat the words of the oath, calling on earth and sky to 
witness that what I said was true, and offering my life as 
forfeit if I lied. The egg would then be flung down and 
broken. 

Now among most Nagas, and particularly the Zemi, an 
oath is an exceedingly weighty thing; so much so that it 
is avoided as much as possible in village-court cases. The 
death of the forsworn is so certain, so inevitable, that if one 
of the parties to a dispute takes an oath he wins the case 
outright—there is no further argument. So, whatever 
Namkia might think, an oath was clinching proof of our 
honesty. I had to step out on to the gravel path (one must 
swear the oath outdoors, in the presence of earth and sun), 
and there I took the egg from Tseva and repeated the formula. 
Then, as I am not accustomed to throwing eggs and this was 
an important matter, I gave the egg to Tseva to fling away. 

He did me proud. He took two strides and dashed it on 
the ground. It hit a knob of rock and burst like a hand- 
grenade. Shell, yolk, shot into space like bullets. Trotting 
anxiously, the party piled down the steps to the lower level 
and started looking for traces. They found them anywhere 
in a twenty-yard radius—outside the kitchen, on the old 
gravestones, on the gravel—tiny atoms, shattered, disintegrated. 

They came back looking respectful. There could be no 
doubt, they said, from the egg’s complete dispersal, that what 
I said was utterly, wholly true. 

They went off back to the village. 

“Huh !” said Namkia. 
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though, pending invasion, it had not been extended 

forward to its scheduled frontier along the Barak from 
Henima village down. It covered, for the time being, a 
triangular area whose base was the Jiri River from Khuang- 
mual south to the confluence with the Jenam and whose apex 
touched the railway at Mahur. Its main object now was to 
pick up spies or agents, eastbound or westbound, who might 
try to pass through the hills on their way from, or to, the 
small and unfrequented Hill Section halts; and it covered 
that key-area in which the three main cross-country tracks 
converged. 

In every village covering an entrance or exit to that triangle 
we had a small group of scouts, usually five, and, where neces- 
sary, a pair of runners. Runners were stationed, by arrange- 
ment with the morungs, at every stage along our main routes, 
so that in emergency news and orders could travel immediately. 
The scouts’ job was to bring to H.Q. all strangers passing 
through who were not hillmen, or Government servants, or 
otherwise accounted for; to report crashed aircraft, and 
generally to keep us informed of what went on. 

The difficulty now was to put into the Zemi, so long 
trodden on by everybody, a little backbone. After the first 
week or so they came back complaining bitterly that without 
red cloths, the outward and visible sign of official status, they 
had no authority. They must have red cloths. 

The civil supply was in any case strictly limited, and had 
now been stopped by the war. We sent an SOS to “V” 
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Force H.Q., by then located down at Barrackpore. They 
immediately ordered red blankets from some woollen mill 
on the other side of India. : 

Some two weeks after, an officer strolled into the A. & Q. 
office, and remarked : 

“Lovely grey blankets those are for North Cachar ! 
Wouldn’t mind one myself.” 

“ Grey ?” said the A. & Q., with a stack of “ Urgents” 
from us stacked up on his desk. “Did you say grey?” 

“Good. Lord, yes !” 

They rushed to look at the bale. The blankets were grey. 

A captain jumped into a jeep and drove to Calcutta. He 
went the rounds of the military hospitals, and, by some sleight 
of hand or other means peculiar to the unit, came away 
with nineteen scarlet British Military Hospital blankets, which 
were despatched at once to Mahur. That gave us one per 
village group of scouts, and some over for the H.Q. staff at 
Laisong ; and wrapped in these, vested with their brief 
authority, Watch and Ward embarked on its true career. I 
believe our own red blankets went by mistake to Kohima, 
where “V” Force H.Q. kept them and made them into 
arras for the mess—at any rate it was draped in blood-red 
and looked like a setting for the Black Mass, or worse, when 
I happened to call there a year later. 

Our connection with H.Q. was not always close in the 
very early days. Drafts and the Haflong Treasury's opening 
day failed so signally to coincide in the first weeks that at the 
beginning of November I found myself, when all commit- 
ments had been allowed for out of Critchley’s initial Rs 1000/-, 
with exactly thirty rupees to keep myself for six weeks. I did 
it, touring hard the whole time and losing thirty-five pounds 
in the process ; but when I went to Shillong for Christmas, 
directly after, Mr Mills, when he saw me, guessed what was 
wrong. I think he wrote to “‘V” Force—I hadn’t dared to 
complain, for, as a woman, I was a freak in the job, and I 
was always afraid that they’d find an excuse to fire me. They 
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always said that sooner or later they'd send a British officer 
to take over. However, in the New Year they gave me a 
rise in pay and allowed me rations, a very great help, for 
things were growing scarce by then and prices were soaring. 

Then Colonel Scott, A.Q.M.G. “V” Force, came up to 
see us himself, and our teething-troubles were over. We 
lacked for nothing at all from that day on, and I particularly 
had cause to be grateful to him. 

“Tough for a woman,” he said. ‘ Always wrong twice 
—once for being wrong, and once for being a woman.” 

In January Colonel Binny, our immediate C.O., who com- 
manded “‘ V” Force Assam Zone with H.Q. in Imphal, arrived 
to inspect and brought the promised guns. The Zemi had 
never had a great many firearms, though most Kuki villages 
had at least two; what Zemi guns there had been were 
confiscated in the ‘‘ troubles’. Namkia had one still, but his 
family had been hard put to save it. It belonged to Rinten- 
ing, his aged father. The S.D.O. of that day—1931—had 
been searching for a Zemi interpreter. It was impossible to 
find a candidate. When he began to ask in some anger 
whether Asalu could produce a man, Namkia’s elder brother 
rushed home, seized the young Namkia, and crying: “Go 
on, you be the interpreter—we might save the gun !” hauled 
Namkia miserable and protesting along behind him and handed 
him over as prospective interpreter to the S.D.O. That was 
how Namkia entered Government service, and how the 
Rintening family saved their gun. 

With the issue of the first few weapons to scouts you could 
feel a wave of confidence pass over Watch and Ward, con- 
fidence in us because we had fulfilled the chief and apparently 
most impossible of our promises, and confidence in them- 
selves because they were now armed. I myself felt that it 
was most unlikely that they would ever, in Critchley’s phrase, 
“‘ stand behind a tree and poop off at Japs”. The guns were 
muzzle-loaders, of a type and vintage I wouldn’t have fired 
if you'd paid me, long-barrelled, Last-of-the-Mohican guns, 
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taking two minutes or longer to re-load. In some the barrels 
were of sheet-metal coiled and were not solid at all, and one 
or two scouts arrived back at Laisong looking very put out, 
with weapons which looked like a stock attached to a spring 
—the barrels had burst and simply unwound themselves. But 
most of all, civil guns, which were chiefly used to protect 
the crops from game, had had no powder-rations for two 
years. We were able to give our men powder and shot “ for 
practice ’’, and so the scouts became, overnight, almost a 
privileged elite encouraged to spend their leaves in any village 
where game was doing damage. It was excellent target- 
practice and the effects on morale were immense. 

Binny had devised a system of passes by which people 
moving through the area on lawful business could carry a 
paper, issued either by Perry or myself, rubber-stamped with 
a mark which the illiterate scouts knew. Some time that 
spring Binny sent up from Imphal a British signaller with a 
convoy of stores and rations. He came to Mahur direct, 
not through Haflong ; he had no pass, and didn’t know he 
needed one. I was right away in the southern spurs of the 
Barail, one of the most inaccessible parts of the district. 

The signaller managed to find himself some porters and 
marched his loads up through the bewildered screen till he 
reached Laisong itself. On his tail, padding along in their 
red blankets, were the leading scouts from Asalu and Impoi. 
They knew their orders—no, he had no pass; but how on 
earth could they arrest a Sahib ? 

Paodekumba was in charge at the camp. Harder than 
ever, tough as a rubber ball, he would have arrested anything. 
But he didn’t like to make a mistake. He sent Ramgakpa 
across to give the man tea while he and the others conferred 
in the men’s lines. 

They decided in the end that he was a Jap spy. They 
had never seen a Jap, but the signaller (who was, I believe, 
Welsh) had black hair. They had never seen a European who 
wasn’t either fair or brown, and they didn’t think that any 
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such existed. They sent up the village for reinforcements, 
looked out a piece of rope, and, while Ramgakpa was serving 
the signaller’s supper, Paodekumba, off-stage, was briefing 
his raiding-party. At that moment, fortunately for the 
signaller, a runner came in with a message. I had reached 
Mahur and would be back in two days. 

Paodekumba regretfully postponed operations. 

The signaller was very glad to see me when I turned up. 
He said he’d been well looked after by Ramgakpa, and that 
the Nagas had given him porters all right to come up; but 
they didn’t seem to understand when he wanted to leave 
again. So here he still was. He wasn’t at all happy about 
Khamba. Khamba, darkly suspicious of him, had kept on 
prowling round like the Hosts of Midian, expressing opinions 
to himself in a sullen growl. I’m not sure the signaller was 
really happy about the Nagas, either. 

Paodekumba met me with a rush outside the back door. 

“Who ishe? Why’s he here? Is he a Jap spy? D’you 
want him captured? I’ve got the men here !” 

He had, too. They came scrambling out of the lines, full 
of hope, bringing the rope with them. 

“T would have captured him before,” said Paodekumba. 
“ But I thought I'd better wait till you came back. Can we 
do it now?” | 

He was quite upset when I explained. 


“I did hope he was a Jap,” he said. 
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THE HANGRUM INCIDENT 


N the south of the Barail, a series of the steepest, 
(_) seis spurs possible fanned out from the central 

peak of Katsingpeo-ki. On the far tip of one of them, 
almost hidden in deep, green woods, was a Zemi village of 
fifty houses—Khangnam. 

I had never been there before “ V” Force affairs took me. 
It was so remote, so tucked away, so fortified by precipitous 
steeps and Naga paths like ladders, that even touring officers 
rarely came there. It was a lovely spot. One looked down 
between cool clumps of bamboo to the plains simmering 
below, or back to the north-west, where the Hangrum ridge 
and the lower Jenam gorge formed a wildly unfamiliar and 
Himalayan landscape. Alone of the Zemi villages, it had 
kept its stone defences. The others had let theirs decay into 
mouldering heaps of mossy rubble. Its shadowed approach 
path ran along the foot of a steep bluff crowned and plumed 
with the village bamboo-clumps, like huge and graceful 
bunches of ostrich-feathers. Suddenly the path ended, at a 
battered palisade; and on the right one saw the village 
entrance, a flight of a hundred and forty sheer, narrow steps, 
which rose to a stone wall and a gateway. Even the gate 
was in position. Pivoted at the top, its upper edge heavily 
spiked, it swung inward, leaving just enough room to 
pass through. Every night still it was closed, and wedged 
in place by a heavy beam whose butt was sunk in the 
ground. 

Khangnam commanded no route, covered no ford. It was, 
on the ground, as remote as ever. But far out beyond it on 
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the Silchar plain one could see a raw, red oblong with a pale 
strip down the centre—the big new airfield at Kumbhirgram. 
Aircraft had been added to the excitements of life. Daily they 
cut through the Barail passes, sometimes finding a safe and 
straight one such as the Nengte gap, sometimes lifting the 
thatch on Namkia’s morung at Impoi and sometimes skimming 
the Laisong garden fence. Sometimes they lost themselves 
altogether and we received a message through the Haflong 
police directing us to “ search for an aircraft’. The directions 
given were so inadequate, the information so poor and the 
effects so disruptive on the main network of Watch and Ward 
that a special set-up was called for. From the hill just above 
Khangnam one could command not only Kumbhirgram but 
almost all the face of the south Barail, so Khangnam became 
an observation-post and search-party base. 

The camp stood on the ridge beyond the village. From 
it too one looked both ways—south into the heat, north into 
a swooping green gulf with the mounting spires of the Barail 
behind it. To reach the village, one went along the ridge 
between dusty rocks, and down over an outcrop into the 
broad street with its two big morungs facing one another. 

We were just at the outcrop, Namkia and I, at nine that 
morning, when there was a deep, insistent, piercing hum— 
growing louder, vibrating all round us ; the throb of massed 
engines, high. 

“A lot,” he said. 

‘They don’t sound like ours.” 

The whole village was listening, standing at doors and 
staring up. Then we saw them. Two big formations of 
bombers were flying high, the attendant fighters hardly visible, 
seen only as tiny winks as one or other turned over and caught 
the sun. The two formations passed over. They were 
above the plain. 

“They must be ours, Namkia—but they don’t look——” 

A little mushroom smoke-puff appeared below them. 
They sailed on. There was another and another. We heard 
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the boom of gunfire. Then, suddenly, from Kumbhirgram, 
there was the deep whoomp of bombs. 

You couldn’t see the airfield from the village itself. The 
nearest viewpoint was a quarter-mile up the road. We all 
began to run. In ten seconds, the male population of Khang- 
nam was strung out along that road—small boys scudding in 
front with a horde of dogs, bucks overtaking them, elders 
shedding their cloaks to run the faster, while girls and women 
shrieked and dashed for home. Namkia was gone from me 
in a flash, at a pace I wouldn’t have believed of him. In a 
minute or two I was panting along alone, and one of the 
headmen, with perfect tact, slowed down to a trot to keep me 
company. 

When we reached the viewpoint, a haze of red dust hid the 
airfield. We could just hear the moan of the receding 
bombers. From the dust-cloud came intermittent reports— 
whether gunfire or exploding ammunition one couldn’t tell. 
When the dust-cloud fell, tilting and blowing away over the 
wide plain, we could see smoke rising from buildings ; there 
was a fire of sorts, but it was too far to see more. 

Namkia pushed through the crowd to find me. 

“The guns hit one! We saw something falling. We 
couldn’t see where it went because of the sun.” 

“Was it in our area?” 

He wasn’t sure. He thought it was more over Manipur 
way. 

Then, some days later, after we returned to Laisong, the 
Kuki wet-rice demonstrator came panting in. He had a 
porter with him who carried a knobby sack. Out of this he 
tilted, over our feet, a load of aircraft wreckage—of splintered, 
grey-painted plywood. Ferreting through it, I found a 
varnished strip with Japanese characters. 

“Where'd you get this?” 

It was down in the jungle, he said, near the Jiri-Jenam 
confluence. There was a lot of it. It had come down 
burning. The local village-people had all ran—they had been 
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terrified by the gunfire, anyway, and had all hidden under 
their houses for fear of bombs, which, they believed, could 
blow whole mountains away. 

I sent a note to Perry to say that something was down, and 
then called Paodekumba and sent him out post-haste with a 
patrol. He was to find the wreckage and look for survivors. 
He went off as though shot from a gun. It was too good to 
miss, and Perry and I, coming up by divers routes, met in 
Baladhan the day the patrol came back. Our luck was out. 
It was only a shot-off wing. 

‘* Bother,” I said. ‘‘I thought we had something there.” 

Namkia, like a spectre, appeared beyond the fire. 

‘“There’s a Hangrum party in to report,” he said. 

It was Tseva and his co-leader, the wild, wall-eyed hunter 
of the lower morung. That afternoon, they said, a party of 
ten men armed with rifles and one man who seemed to be 
their officer had arrived suddenly, without pass or guide, at 
Hangrum. He didn’t know who they were or where they 
came from. They were camped at the rest-house. 

We looked at one another. 

“Tt wasn’t a whole machine 

" Well, perhaps the rest of it came down somewhere——” 

We sent off Paodekumba with all the men we could raise. 
Perry gave him a written order; if the strangers tried to 
clear out after seeing that, they were to be stopped—somehow. 
Paodekumba left with his torchlight patrol and we packed 
ready for a dawn start. Next morning, marching along the 
ridge behind Hemeolowa, we were met by two bucks with a 
note. As Perry opened it 

“That ends the Jap theory,” he said. 

It was from a lieutenant of a Railway Operating Unit, sent 
out to look at the wreckage. 

He met us outside the bungalow half an hour later. He 
was a small half-caste in a very large hat. 

‘ Hallo !” said Perry, startled, looking past him. “ What 
on earth’s all that ?” 
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In the hollow where Tseva had flung the egg, ten men in 
uniform, with rifles, stood beside half a dozen loads of baggage, 
and round them were nearly fifty Hangrum men. There 
were the headmen, there was Paodekumba, there were the 
scouts, and there was a goat and two large fowls in a basket. 
Most unusual of all, there was, right in the middle, a long- 
poled bamboo carrying-chair. 

“ Why the litter ?” asked Perry. “Has one of your men 
gone sick ?” 

There was a hesitation in the reply which made us both 
look at the small lieutenant. 

"’ My Naik’s got fever,” he said. 

We sensed something suspicious about the whole affair, 
not least the little lieutenant’s haste to go. But it was then 
too late for porters to march and return, so Perry persuaded 
him to stay the night (he was most reluctant) and we all went 
into the bungalow for a cup of tea. 

A few minutes’ conversation with the lieutenant were a 
revelation. Never had we heard such a tale of muddle and 
ineptitude. He had been sent out to report on the aircraft 
wreckage, but was wholly misinformed as to the route and 
conditions prevailing on it—so grossly misinformed that we 
thought his C.O. had been joking, though it turned out later 
that this was not so. He had had from the start no mind to 
fulfil his mission, and, not knowing that we were ahead of him 
there, would have turned back as soon as he reached Hangrum, 
leaving any Japs there were to take care of themselves, had 
not the Nagas delayed him. Worse than that, he was in a 
state of sick alarm at the thought of being out among Naga 
head-hunters. By his own confession, he spent his service 
life in a state of transfer, flung, one imagined, from unit to 
unit by one disgusted Colonel after another. It was all such a 
mess that we were shamed and sickened. Seeing Paodekumba 
waiting outside, I left the rest-house and went off with him to 
hear his report. 

He had arrived in the small hours and delivered the note, 
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but the lieutenant, next day, ignoring Perry’s message, had 
badgered the headmen for porters. They procrastinated as 
long as they could, but at last, fearing he would use force, 
they apparently agreed while actually putting Paodekumba’s 
plan into operation. What we had come upon—in the nick 
of time—was its penultimate stage. As soon as the officer 
laid his hands on the farewell gifts, that is, the goat and 
chickens, the supposed porters, carefully briefed, were to 
jump the whole party, one man of each group wresting the 
rifle away while the others seized the sepoy. A hand-picked 
set and Paodekumba himself were all ready to collar the 
lieutenant. 

“Good work,” said I. “‘ But weren’t you scared to tackle 
the Sahib and his men?” 

‘ Sahib !” said Paodekumba. ‘‘ Call that a Sahib! He’s 
the laughing-stock of Hangrum ! Didn’t you know he was 
carried up in a litter? He told the headman he was over 
forty, and too old to walk.” (The headman was over sixty, 
and could outwalk me.) “He's too scared to sleep in the 
bungalow, because of the ghost. He spent last night in the 
kitchen, with his men. What d’you suppose the disaffected 
are saying? They’ve been asking me how the Sahibs will 
beat the Japs if their officers are like that. What am I to 
answer? Tell me that!” 

“But he told us the litter was there for his sick Naik !” 

“His Naik’s sick all right, but it’s not his litter. That man 
was carried, and the Naik walked. Since Perry Sahib asked, 
he’s ashamed to say, and he’s just asked the headmen to 
make him a second litter for the Naik.” 

I went back to the rest-house, got Perry aside, and told 
him what Paodekumba had said. As far as propaganda went 
it was a disaster, a wicked destruction of all that Rawdon 
Wright’s courage had done. We had not been so bitter and 
angry for years. 

The poltergeist manifested twice that evening, with a little 
help from Paodekumba and Namkia. 
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The lieutenant, his face a light grey, spent the night lying 
fully clothed on his bed with a loaded revolver beside him, and 
an electric torch, which he switched on whenever the bunga- 
low creaked or rapped; which, after its custom, it did 
frequently, even without assistance from “V”’ Force. 

When he marched in the morning he left the house on 
foot, but the Nagas told us later that he had the two litters 
waiting out of sight. He stepped into one, his Naik took the 
other, and so, on active service, was borne away. Even then 
I think we'd have called it quits, but on following up we 
found he’d cleared the country of produce at his own valuation. 
Perry sent him in a bill for the difference, and somehow, in a 
very few days, the story of the poltergeist was known to every 
other unit on the line. 

He was transferred again at the end of a week. 
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CRISIS 
C)= March 28th, 1944, the midday news which came 


over on the amenities radio was not good. The Jap 
attack along the Manipur front seemed to be making 
progress. The news bulletins, however, didn’t say much. 

I had had in the last mail a brief scribble from Perry, warning 
me to keep my eyes skinned. But no more. I wished there 
had been. Perry had access to better information than I, 
though he wasn’t always able to pass it on. 

We could look back now on eighteen months of North 
Cachar Watch and Ward. This last year had been on the 
whole a good one. There'd been a bad smallpox outbreak 
in Khangnam and Peisia, just when those villages were cut 
off by the Rains ; a vaccinator’s negligence had contributed. 
The deathroll had been 20 per cent of the village strength. 
But what, before, would have been a major tragedy, famine 
coming straight on top of disease, had been mitigated by 
“V” Force relief. Rice, salt, medical help—we had had all 
these, Perry and I disbursing them at discretion. 

Never before had the Barail known such assistance. There 
was a full-time medical officer and all the drugs we wanted, 
all the quinine, all the mepacrine—guns, red blankets, powder 
and shot, everything we had promised and much more. We 
had had experience, too, in handling guerillas. I think it 
was Dundee who said that no one could lead a Highland 
Army who had not shaken every man in it by the hand, and 
much the same is true of the Assam hillman, to whom 
any leader is first among equals and nothing more. His 
attachment is not to the unit, but is entirely personal, 
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and you cannot count on any man unless that attachment 
exists. 

Namkia came into the room. I could tell by his look, as 
surely as though the dogs had barked, that strangers were 
coming. 

“Who is it?” 

“Two Sepoy-Sahibs.” 

Boots clumped on the matting in the veranda and I went 
to the door. There were two British sergeants. 

* Hallo,” I said. ‘‘ Come in. What’s up?” 

* Well ’ said the first. There seemed a certain 
constraint. “‘It’s like this. Fifty Japs crossed the Imphal road 
at Kangpokpi about a week ago, and they ought to be here 
by now. We wondered if you’d heard anything of them. 
We've been sent from Silchar to see.” 

The familiar hills visible above the veranda rail—Nenglo 
and the Hangrum hump—seemed, momentarily, to get up 
and revolve. 

“ Well,” I heard myself saying in a bright voice. ‘‘ You 
might as well have some tea while we talk it over.” 

When they went on, half an hour later, they left me wiser, 
but shaken. 

For eighteen months we had lived behind a belt of defences 
a hundred and fifty miles deep. We were the farthest back of 
all back areas. Now, suddenly, there was nothing. The 
belt had been swamped and rolled up. Boxes remained at 
Imphal and Kohima, and the rest was a vast expanse of country 
filled with advancing Japs. 

What front line there was lay on the railway, twenty miles 
behind us. We were the only thing between it and the 
Japanese. The sergeants had asked me what force I had to 
meet them. I'd told them—a hundred and fifty native 
scouts, one Service rifle, one single-barrelled shotgun, and 
seventy muzzle-loaders. 

We had arranged that I should put every man I could along 
the line of the Jiri, to give warning of enemy approach. The 
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two sergeants would return to report, and do their utmost to 
send me help from Silchar. And so we parted. 

The first thing was to send the scouts forward without 
starting a panic. I called up Namkia and told him some of 
the news, adding that troops would be up at any minute. 
Paodekumba and anyone else available (the little man was 
unmoved) were sent out at once, and runners went back to 
call up the best men from Impoi, Asalu, Pangmual, Hange, 
and the villages to the rear. 

The frontier was more or less manned by the second day. 
When I saw the effect which this cold gust of war produced, 
I could only be thankful they didn’t know all that I did. 
For myself, I had just realized that the camp, with its steep- 
sided hill and one neck, was a perfect trap. I should have 
liked to sleep in the jungle. But I daren’t ; that would have 
set off a panic in good earnest. So I cultivated an easy air 
and slept in the house, as usual. They seemed very long 
nights, 

I'd had a brief note from Perry by then, summoning me to 
Mahur on April 1st for a conference. I found him at the 
rest-house. Any troops that anyone could lay hands on, 
sections of this, platoons of that, Railway Maintainance 
Units, Railway Defence Troops—anything that could march 
and hold a rifle was being pressed into use. Mahur Station 
was full of dim groups, shapeless droves of men, standing, or 
stumping off to some place allotted. 

We conferred in the rest-house, in a tiny lamplit room. 
Numbers of officers, all strangers ;_ perfunctory introductions. 
The sum total was that the Japs were probably coming, but 
we didn’t know where. We'd got to find out, as there 
weren't enough troops to protect the length of the line. 
There was no Wireless communication, either. We used the 
railway telephone, with code-words, as the clerks all down the 
line listened. “One elephant” meant “‘ten Japs”. Then 
somebody caused confusion right and left by turning up on 
the Silchar border with forty genuine elephants. 
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It was decided to send out a patrol at company strength 
next day, to see if we could find those fifty Japs. If they 
were coming at all, they ought to be near by now. Finding 
the enemy was “V” Force job. Though my immediate 
C.O., Binny, was out of touch in Imphal, I could still com- 
municate with main H.Q. in Comilla, where it had gone 
along with Army Headquarters. I hadn’t the least idea 
whether Colonel Scott would back me or order me out forth- 
with. I thought the odds in favour of the latter. I signalled 
to say I was going with the patrol, and asked H.Q. to send me 
thirty rifles, with which I proposed to arm the pick of the 
Watch and Ward scouts. 

Namkia and I went back next day with the patrol, a com- 
pany of the Chamar Regiment. We reached Asalu the first 
night, instead of Laisong, as planned ; the men were straight 
up from the plains and out of training. The following day, 
there were four men down before we crossed the pass. The 
company commander was carrying one man’s equipment, 
Ramgakpa the second’s, and Namkia the third’s—Namkia 
in a netted tin hat, with a Bren gun on his shoulder. When 
the fourth went down, there was no one spare but myself. 
Willy, the O.C., was a tower of strength, ramping up and 
down the line, coaxing, cheering, scolding and keeping the 
men moving. He bent over the fourth man and shook 
him. 

“Come on—'tisn’t far.” 

A groan. 

“Can't.” 

Willy reached for the fallen equipment. 

“ All right—the Miss-Sahib’ll carry your kit. Up you get 
—come along.” 

The sepoy had his equipment again before Willy had 
finished speaking, and marched on the rest of the way to 
camp. 

All was quiet at Laisong. There was no news from the 
Jiri ; no word of Japs. Willy camped till sunset in the rest- 
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house and then moved off to sleep out in the woods. I gave 
him a Laisong scout as guide and runner. As they were 
moving off by the old road up the valley, the Zemi stopped 
short, plucked Willy’s sleeve, and pointed up at a tree. 

“Jap sniper!” thought Willy. “Damned if I can see 
him.” He ducked and peered. The Zemi was pointing and 
gesticulating, whispering excitedly. 

The whole column had stopped by now. It was dusk, the 
dim, creepy dusk of the dense woods. No one could hear a 
thing ; no one could see the Japs. 

The Naga, with a cluck of impatience, raised his gun and 
fired. 

The company flung itself down and sideways into the 
scrub and ditches with a frantic rattle of rifle-bolts and looked 
wildly round for the enemy. With a loud thump a dead 
squirrel fell almost on top of the prostrate Willy, and the scout, 
with a pleased smile, picked it up. 

I spent all next morning soothing Willy. 

We went out to Thingje next day—baking heat and a road 
like concrete; no Japs. Then to Hangrum; no luck. On 
the 6th, back to Laisong again, still with no information. 
I left the Chamars to camp down by the river and trudged 
the weary eight hundred feet up the Laisong hill. 

Zhekuingba came from the camp to meet us, and said: 
“ There’s a ‘V’” Force Sahib here.” 

I tramped down the veranda and looked through the door. 
A fair-haired captain was sitting by the table. He got to his 
feet. 

“Hallo. I’m Albright. Scotty sent me along.” 

On the floor in the corner, where I hadn’t seen them at 
first, were long cases, rifles and tommy-guns, boxes of 
ammunition, grenades and rations. “ V ” Force was backing 
me up. 

Albright gave me the news. 2 and 3 V Ops—that is, 
Imphal and Kohima areas—had been dispersed and scattered 
all over the map. A large number of their scouts had been 
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Kukis of those groups involved in the 1918 rebellion. Most 
of them had been playing a double game, and, when the 
Japs came over, they joined them openly and led them to 
every camp and cache set up by their “ V” Force officers. 
These were mostly missing. They were coming in by ones 
and twos, and it was hoped that most were safe. Murray, of 
3 V Ops, had made a fighting retreat from Shangshak and 
beyond, ambushing the enemy a fantastic number of times. 
Ruther had reached Kohima. Someone called Betts was still 
missing. H.Q. staff had been sent out right and left to fill 
gaps (Albright was a Staff Captain) and down at H.Q. Scotty 
laboured almost alone with the clerks. 

Our orders were to hang on as long as we could and watch 
the roads for the enemy advance. As soon as contact was 
made we should warn Haflong, and then get out as quickly as 
we could. We took stock in the light of these instructions. 

No one had bargained for such a sudden swamping as had 
in fact taken place. There had been no time to organize a 
screen between the Barak and Jiri, as set out in the original 
scheme, and as was urgently necessary to our position. From 
our doorstep onward there lay an awful blank, a complete 
obscurity, where we had no contacts and could learn nothing. 
With our front line where it was, in the Haijaichak pass, we 
could hope at the outside for an hour’s warning. We were 
far more likely to have no warning at all. There was no 
field-telephone and no W/T. 

We first of all laid on a chain of beacons, supplemented by 
runners, from the front line to Laisong and on to Haflong. 
If they went up, it meant contact with the enemy. Haflong 
had some bad moments with spring grass-fires. 

We ourselves lived like gazelle with lions about, ready to 
leave at once with the utmost speed. If we went to pick 
tomatoes, we took our tommy-guns, and worked glancing 
alternately at beacons and exit. At night we left the camp, 
and slept out in the thick, low scrub to the north, in shelters 
hollowed out below foliage-level. One man was left as sentry 
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in the camp, to fire a shot and bolt if the Japs appeared, and 
the rest slept in holes in the jungle warren. We honey- 
combed the scrub with tunnels and little chambers beaten 
and cut out, and every night changed round from one group 
to another, so that no outsider ever knew where exactly in 
the wide spread of bushes we were hidden. There were 
cattle-trails, pig-paths, game-runs, our own tunnels—every 
shape and condition of bolt-hole—so that the chances of 
trapping us all were few. We had food-caches buried along 
our probable route out, one on our likely road, and the other 
in the ravines behind Impoi, the best spot to lie up if for a 
time we had to. 

To me, the worst thing of all was the horrible feeling of 
treachery in the familiar. To creep back to the camp of a 
morning, scouting to see if it had been occupied during the 
night—the old, friendly camp a potential enemy ; all those 
green tunnels of roads, where I had walked and where the 
dogs had run, known to the last twig—tunnels where we now 
went in single file, scouts out, expecting ambushes, looking 
ahead for danger. 

Then there was Watch and Ward. Frankly, I never 
expected it to hold. The men had not been trained for active 
service. They were flung at it overnight, willy-nilly, with- 
out preparation, weapons or support. Had they broken and 
gone to their homes, nobody could have blamed them ; 
it was never intended that they should face this. 

At the height of the crisis, all my personal staff came and 
asked for leave, and, thinking this was the finish, I let them 
all go. But within twenty-four hours they were all back. 

Later I noticed that Namkia no longer wore his old and 
valuable deo-moni beads. On inquiry, it appeared that the 
men had all gone home at that time, made their wills, arranged 
for their families’ keep, and, believing that we couldn’t survive, 
had returned to meet the end with us. Their heirloom neck- 
laces had been left to their sons ; they now wore only their 


beads for burial. 
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“* After all,” said Namkia, when he saw me staring at him, 
‘which was the better thing ? To desert and live, and hear 


our children curse us for the shame we put on them; or to 
die with you, and leave them proud of us for ever ?” 
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LOOTERS 
E didn’t have leisure for long to worry only about 
the Japs. In a few days they were merely 
incidental. 


Bodies of Bengali and Madrassi Pioneers, evacuated from 
Imphal before the siege began, were being marched out across 
Tamenglong subdivision under their officers. The first com- 
pany through lost more than forty men by desertion on the 
trip, though losses from later companies were much less. 
We spent most of the next fortnight in rounding the forty up. 
All the Pioneer companies were short of food, and we hadn’t 
a grain to spare. We could only send them through to the 
railway as fast as we could. But no one, it seemed, though 
their coming was planned in advance and ample warning given, 
had thought to send up food for them to Mahur; so they 
camped there, hungry, in the market sheds. 

With one batch appeared an R.A.F. man, from a Vultee 
Vengeance. The aircraft had got into difficulties over the 
hills and gone into a spin. Seeing a crash imminent, he baled 
out, and the aircraft disappeared, still spinning, behind a hill. 
He landed unhurt, ran to the top of the ridge, and saw a fire 
down below in the valley bottom. To this he went, tearing 
and fighting his way through the jungle to help the pilot, 
but when he came to the spot, he found it a jhum-fire, with no 
sign of any aircraft at all. Then he met some Nagas and asked 
by signs if they had seen the machine. Oh, yes, they said ; 
it had come spinning down, like this ; and then straightened 
out and gone off whirr !—like that. 

He hadn’t the faintest idea whether he was east or west of 
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Imphal and which way he ought to walk. The Nagas took 
charge of him and led him up to the Tamenglong bridle-road, 
where the Pioneers were coming through, and here he was, 
walking out, and swearing he'd never do it again if he lived 
to be a hundred. We heard the sequel later. The Vengeance 
got safely back to Imphal, and the pilot jumped out, shouting : 
“Hi, George, that was a near thing, wasn’t it ?””—and found 
there was no George. It was ten days before they heard 
where he was. 

Worse than a few Pioneers was soon to come. When the 
big camps at Kanglatombi and other points along the Imphal 
road were overrun by the Japs, there was little or no ordered 
evacuation of their personnel. While some formed bodies 
marched off in good order, a large number left by ones and 
twos, with their arms and ammunition, and came trekking 
westward through the hills in a hungry and broken flood. 
They were not regular troops, but drivers, mechanics, water- 
carriers, artisans, men of every kind of auxiliary service, 
drawn from every creed and part of India, and for the most 
part newly-recruited and ill-disciplined. With them were 
handfuls of Naga refugees, mostly pastors and teachers from 
the mission stations, Indian road-contractors, Gurkha graziers 
with their wives and children, and stray, half-naked prisoners 
escaped from Jap hands—chiefly men of the Gurkha Parachute 
Battalion. All these had to be collected, questioned, helped, 
fed, clothed, doctored, disarmed if necessary, and sent to 
the rear. In a few days the armed stragglers were a serious 
problem. Over in Manipur, in the belt between the Barak 
and Jiri, the situation was already out of control. Though 
the Nagas started out by giving every assistance, their only 
rewards were assaults and lootings. Villagers took to the 
woods, normal life came to a standstill; and, as the tide 
spread westward and reached us, it became increasingly hard 
to maintain order—the whole intelligence network was 
threatened. 

Our only force, apart from the twenty scouts we had so far 
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armed with rifles, was an under-strength platoon of Mohendra 
Dals, Nepalese State Troops. One day a British officer had 
appeared suddenly in the doorway, with the heated look of 
one who had just come up Laisong hill, and said: “ Are 
you Miss Bower ?” 

Yes.” 

“Well, 've got a platoon of Gurkhas for you.” 

Albright demurred. I was a civilian—there would be 
repercussions, But the stranger didn’t care. His orders were 
to leave the platoon, and leave it he did, and it wasn’t for 
us to look a gift-platoon in the mouth, especially just then. 
They hadn’t been with us more than a few days when the 
main surge from the eastward came. I could do nothing 
with the stragglers without rank-badges. We split Albright’s. 
He wore captain’s pips on the left shoulder, I on the right. 
It was most effective. 

“ Ifanyone kicks,” wrote Scotty, when he heard, “ I suppose 
I can always laugh it off.” 

One morning we were down in the Jenam valley, practising 
ambushes along the old road. A thunderstorm came over, 
and we took refuge in the rest-house, Albright, I, the six 
Gurkhas, Namkia, and a couple of Naga scouts. It poured, 
it cataracted. The water fell off the eaves and we leaned up 
against the veranda-posts and gossiped with Khuala, the stout- 
hearted Lushai doctor, who was doing yeoman work for the 
people coming through. 

‘“ Here comes someone,” said Albright, suddenly. “‘ Gosh, 
they’re wet !” 

Running in through the puddles were two Zemi. One 
wore a red cloth. Though by their hair-cuts they were of 
the Thingje group, their faces weren’t familiar. They jumped 
up on the concrete plinth and in out of the wet. The taller 
stripped to his soaked and ragged kilt, and stood there, wring- 
ing the water out of his cloth as he talked to Namkia. He 
was very angry about something. 

Namkia translated. They were the headmen of Impuiloa, 
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a village just across the Jiri Valley. Four or five of these 
ragged walkers-out had just been through the place and 
looted the headman’s house, among others. He and his 
friend had run ahead by a short cut and were here before the 
gang, which ought, he said, to be at Haijaichak by now. 

We called the six Mohendra Dals and set off up the road. 
The Naik and five sepoys were armed with rifles ; Albright 
and I had automatic weapons. 

It was about four miles to Haijaichak, by a pleasant, winding 
road along a stream. We were nearly there, and trudging 
through the trees of the village copse, when two Nagas 
rounded the next bend like running deer. They slowed 
when they saw us and came up at a trot. One was Hailam- 
suong, head of the Haijaichak scouts ; the other Gailuba, his 
lieutenant. 

Hailamsuong had the worst job in Watch and Ward, and 
the most responsibility. Whichever way the Japs came, 
whether from Kohima, Kangpokpi or Tamenglong, he would 
certainly be the first to meet them. On him and his young 
band (they were the youngest group of scouts we had) de- 
pended the warning-system of North Cachar. Till the 
stragglers came he was managing pretty well, but now his 
men were getting beaten up by the looters almost every day. 
Each time it happened they left the observation post and 
resumed their watch for Japs from the hillside scrub, while 
somebody ran down to call us along. Evidently it had just 
happened again. 

‘“H’m,” said Albright, echoing what I thought. “ That 
party must have arrived.” 

“It’s more of those stragglers,” said Hailamsuong, breath- 
less. ‘‘ They drove us out of the look-out first and then 
went into the village. They started to loot the place, and the 
people ran for the woods. They’re all in the village still, 
with what they've taken. There must be thirty of them ! 
Come and get them out !” 

Thirty of them. That wasn’t quite so good. We went on 
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round the bend and out of the woods and slowly along the 
path below the village. There was no one about. An old 
Zemi came out of the woods above and shouted something, 
but whether entreaty or warning we couldn’t hear. Every- 
thing was quiet. We halted just below the col, at the foot 
of the short path leading up to the village. One or two of 
the scouts, who had been lying up in the surrounding bushes, 
came out and joined us. And at that moment an armed 
man strolled out of the village and looked down at us all. 

There was a moment in which not one of us moved. The 
man walked off again, taking us, I suppose, for another band 
of stragglers. His tin hat bobbed away between the houses. 

Albright pushed me behind a big standing-stone. 

“You and the Naik and all the Nagas stay here. If we 
get in a jam—well, use your head and join in.” 

I didn’t like being left out of it at all, but this was no time 
to argue. I, the Naik and the Nagas waited in cover by the 
look-out hut. Albright took the five sepoys and walked up 
into the village. We could see the Gurkhas rootling among 
the empty houses with fixed bayonets, perfectly happy to take 
on five to one. 

I heard Hailamsuong’s anxious voice behind me. 

‘‘ Will there be shooting, my mother? My wife and child 
are hidden in my house.” 

“The Captain Sahib is very clever,” I said firmly. “ He 
will take them without shooting if he can.” 

We all stood there, waiting for shooting to start. 

Then there was Albright, walking back down the slope. 

“Te’s all right,” he said. “ We got them in the morung.” 

As his party were searching the nearer houses, a Zemi had 
appeared and pointed them to the morung. Albright had 
tiptoed up and looked in through the window. They were 
all in there. They had cooked a meal and were eating it in 
the middle of the room, with their weapons stacked along the 
walls. He and the Gurkhas had stepped into windows and 
doorways, covering the men inside ;\ and that had been that. 
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The prisoners were sitting there glumly when we arrived, 
thirty nondescripts from any part of India you choose. An- 
other two were being brought down from the upper morung. 
As we entered, the Zemi came flooding back, having watched 
the proceedings from the hill above. We recovered a certain 
amount of looted goods, but there wasn’t much else to be 
done. We impounded their arms and ammunition—twenty- 
one rifles, nine Stens, and three thousand rounds. They 
went off under escort in a depressed file, elated Gurkhas 
marching ahead and behind and Zemi porters carrying the 
collected weapons in firewood-baskets. 

We gave Hailamsuong a Bren gun post after that. There 
were no more incidents at Haijaichak. 


[218] 


CHAPTER XXXI 
INTERLUDE 


HEN Kohima was relieved. The story of its amazing 
| defence has never been properly told yet, and should be. 
The relief removed the Japs from one of the roads 
converging on us, and it added to Laisong a half-section of the 
3rd Assam Rifles, fresh from the siege and in tearing spirits. 
Lieutenant Tibbetts, a “‘ V”’ Force officer who had also been 
through the siege, brought them up and left them, and they 
took their boots off and went to bed for forty-eight hours. 
When they had done that and emerged again, they cleaned 
everything till it glistened and then looked round for some 
more Japs. 

Lance-Naik Supbahadur Rana and Rifleman Riki Ram 
(commonly known as Mickey Mouse, whom he much re- 
sembled ; a thin boy in large boots, with a heroic tenacity ; 
be it feet or fever, you never lost Riki Ram—he always came 
up in the end, still limping, still game) were Gurkhas. The 
other four were Nagas, three Lhotas and one Ao. Their 
morale was most heartening. They knew they had the 
measure of the Jap, and all they wanted to do was to go and 
kill some more as soon as possible. 

We had rather the same idea ourselves, but unfortunately 
there were no Japs. By that time we were not only in touch 
with a few of the Zemi villages beyond the Jiri, but were in 
wireless communication with Tamenglong, and knew, through 
them, that the Japs were now well back of the Barak and in 
the area behind and about Kangpokpi. 

Our W/T was a gift from 14th Army. Scotty had thumped 
on desks at Army H.Q,, and they had created—this with the 
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invasion in full swing, the siege of Kohima in progress, and 
every possible commitment on their hands—out of bits and 
pieces and reinforcement camps, a W/T net with stations at 
Silchar, Tamenglong, Nungba and Laisong. That 14th Army 
could find the time in such a crisis to help an outlying side- 
show like ours was an index of what it was. 

Then the Laisong forces were further augmented. The 
Mohendra Dals, who had been increased to a full company 
under their own officers, were withdrawn and sent to Nungba, 
and in their stead came a company of Mahrattas under Captain 
Archer. 

We were at that time training as many scouts as possible 
to use rifles, and Namkia was being taught to use a tommy- 
gun by Archer’s Havildar-Instructor. One day in the middle 
of rifle-practice on the miniature range, which lay between 
the bungalow and the garden, we were suddenly visited by a 
low-flying Jap fighter. In the rush for cover I drew the 
cookhouse drain. After the excitement was over, I, like the 
hero of Kipling’s poem, “ flushed that four-foot drain-head, 
and it never choked again”. Archer, who was looking for a 
new camp-site, decided as a result of the fighter’s visit that 
he must have one well-concealed from the air, and one of the 
few places which answered this requirement was a point on 
the east face of the hill. Platforms could be cut to hold the 
buildings, and the bamboos and jungle afforded fair cover. 
He and I went to reconnoitre, crawling up a well-trodden 
game-trail which ran in from the main path. 

“ This’ll do,” he said, surveying the place as far as one could 
from the all-fours position. “‘ We'll have the platforms along 
on either side and the path’ll do nicely through the middle.” 

I saw just under my nose, immortalized in the hard, baked 
mud of the path, a large, feline pug-mark. 

“You may get trouble with game,” I said. “This ts a 
main run.” 

“Oh, they won’t come when they smell humans about! 
After all, it won’t be a small camp.” 
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So on that site it was, and we called in men and cut plat- 
forms and built huts, and the Mahrattas moved in. They 
were good company. They had a field-telephone which 
linked us, Archer, and their outpost at Haijaichak, and from 
it we derived all the exercise in exasperation which a field- 
telephone can provide. 

On one occasion, when Archer was taking a small patrol 
across the Jiri, his Naga porters, who were Haijaichak men, 
laid down their loads at that point and refused to go farther. 
He had no interpreter with him, but didn’t want to use force, 
so he went along to the ‘phone and rang us up. 

It so happened that Albright and I were out, and only 
Namkia was there. He had some slight experience of the 
telephone, having played with it twice in Calcutta in George 
Gemmell’s office at Balmer Lawrie’s, so he answered it, and 
Archer explained the trouble. 

“Oh!” said Namkia. “ Well, put the Haijaichak head- 
man on to talk.” 

Archer fetched up the old man, another of those unfortunate 
asses who were so often figureheads to tough villages, and 
the Havildar held the receiver up. The old man took it 
and cautiously pressed it, as they told him, up to his ear. 

“Is that the headman ?” said Namkia, at the other end. 

“ Uh.” 

The telephone made a noise like a burst of fire-crackers. 
The old man dropped it and backed off. The receiver hung, 
still firing intermittently. He was with difficulty reconnected 
to it, and even then held it out at arm’s length. 

“Yes,” he said. ‘‘ Yes, yes. Oh, at once, yes!” He 
dropped the receiver finally, scrambled out of the trench, 
and doubled off shouting at the recalcitrant porters; who 
picked off their loads and made off with the patrol and stuck 
to them like glue till they all came back to Laisong again 
three days later. Archer had hardly time to thank Namkia 
before he had to run to catch up with the patrol and porters. 
When we returned to camp, some three hours later, Namkia 


[221] 


Interlude 


was sitting smiling beside the "phone. The headman of 
Haijaichak was one of his pet dislikes. 

One night about nine o'clock Archer’s quartermaster- 
havildar, passing the store, which stood across the path from 
the quarter-guard, noticed the three goats which had just 
come up as rations standing shivering and looking beyond 
him up the central path. Looking that way himself, he saw, 
only a few yards from him and right in the middle of the 
track, a leopard, crouched, intent on the shaking goats. He 
dashed into the shed, expecting at any moment claws in 
his back, untied the goats, swept one under one arm and two 
under the other, and crossed the track at a staggering run 
to the quarter-guard where he threw the goats into the lock-up 
and turned out the guard. When they reached the path, the 
leopard had disappeared. They hurried up the path, where 
presumably it had gone, but there wasn’t a sign of it. They 
went on, searching about, until they came to the next cross- 
roads, where a path led down to Archer’s hut, just below 
the road, and up to another, I believe the Subedar’s, a little 
above. There they stopped, debating. 

At that moment the leopard walked very deliberately out 
of Archer’s hut, pushing out under the door-curtain, mounted 
the steps to the road, looked at them once with a ghostly, 
green contempt, and vanished away up the moonlit path. 
When breath returned to them, they flung themselves down 
to the hut to see what had happened to Archer, and almost 
collided with him in the doorway. 

He had been in bed, smoking a last cigarette under the 
mosquito-net before turning over, when the door-curtain was 
pushed aside and some big beast came quietly in and lay 
slowly down on the floor beside the bed. 

“One of Miss Bower’s dogs,” thought Archer, sitting up. 
It wasn’t quite dark in the hut, but he couldn’t see the thing 
—it was too closely under the side of the bed. Then it 
occurred to him that Miss Bower’s dogs had been sent away 
to Silchar. 
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A village dog, then. He peered over the edge of the bed. 


The mosquito-net obscured the view, and it was very dim in 
the hut, but whatever it was didn’t look quite like a village 
dog. It seemed a good deal bigger. It didn’t look quite 
like a dog. A slight cold sweat began to break out on him. 
It was very large indeed; and it was not a dog. 

It now seemed that the bed creaked at his every breath. 
His cigarette was burning shorter. It was almost down to his 
fingers. He daren’t move. There was a piece of fluff in 
his throat. He couldn’t help it. He couldn’t control it. 
He smothered a cough. 

The leopard rose up by the side of the bed and sat there 
like a dog. It gave him the dirtiest look in its repertory and 
stalked out. It was not seen about the camp again. 
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TAMENGLONG 


forward, permission for which we had been manoeuvring 
for weeks. 

Albright, the instigator of the scheme, had gone by then, 
recalled again to H.Q. His last act for us was to make the 
final arrangements about our move with local H.Q. at Sil- 
char, H.Q. “V” Force, and 14th Army itself. He was 
relieved by Bill Tibbetts of 2 V Ops, one of those displaced 
“'V” Force officers who were kicking their heels at Manipur 
Road until their areas were re-formed. One of them— 
Betts—curious to see North Cachar, nearly crossed the “ Tib” 
off on the signal so as to go himself, but found that Tibbetts 
had already seen it. So Tibbetts came, tall, fair, amiable, 
and hanging on to the tail of a ration-convoy mule, and was 
greeted with howls of joy by his old comrades the Assam 
Rifles. Then, in the second week of May, the coveted 
signal arrived. The move was sanctioned. 

With six Assam Rifles, fifteen scouts, Ison the signaller 
(the best man on the network) and a hundred Zemi porters, 
we moved up, preceded by a Mahratta patrol bound for 
the Kangpokpi area, and followed, we hoped, by Archer and 
his company, who were to sit at Tamenglong with us and 
harry any Japs we found for them. We were marching none 
too soon. The Rains were almost on us. The Barak, when 
we saw it first from the rest-house at Hepoloa, was running 
thick and red at the bottom of the valley. Cloud was about 
us and it was raining hard. 


The North Cachar porters panicked. They were terrified 
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of the big river. They knew all about the two disasters at 
the Falls. In one, a girl eloping with her lover had been 
drowned when he, jumping ashore on the home bank, 
stumbled and accidentally kicked the raft back into the cur- 
rent, where, girl and all, it was carried over while the boy 
ran helplessly along the bank. Then in the other, a whole 
dance-party on their way home had tried to cross while the 
river was full and rising. They lost control of the raft and 
were swept over, the bucks gathering the girls to them at the 
last and hiding from them the sight of death. So the porters 
downed loads in the rest-house compound and wouldn’t 
go ona step. We argued with them, Namkia and I, under 
the dripping pines, while the rain stung us and made patterns 
of plops in the growing puddles. We got them going at last. 
They almost ran down the long, steep, slippery hill—two 
miles it must have been—to reach the river while it was still 
fordable. But when we came to it, scrambling hand-and- 
foot down a newly-cut trace in rank, wet bamboo-jungle, it 
was marvellously shallow. Bill and the Assam Rifles leading, 
we forded it, the porters hurrying through as though the water 
scalded. 

On the far bank were an overseer and a gang of workmen. 
The old suspension-bridge had been wrecked by a flood, and 
at our request the S.D.O. at Tamenglong was having it 
reconstructed for our line of communication. But, for 
reasons only he knew, the Kabui overseer in charge of the 
work had moved it fifty yards upstream, from hard, high 
ground to a sandbank, and it looked to me far too low. 
However, it was across—there was nothing to be done now ; 
so we turned and tramped on. The 1938 camp was lost in 
grass and creepers. Without the bridge, the river there 
looked harsher and wilder ; the crags of the far cliff stood 
out grey and bare. We left the stream and began the long 
climb. 

Tamenglong had just been strafed in error by the R.A.F. 
and we had been warned to duck if we saw fighters, in case 
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the misunderstanding had not been resolved. None appeared, 
Thongkim, one of our leading Kuki scouts—the North 
Cachar Kukis, were loyal to a man and did sterling service 
—met us at the Kabui village with a note from the S.D.O. 
Tramping on, we came to the little outpost. 

It hadn’t changed. The fort was there, and so were the 
pines, the streams, the knolls and the perched bungalows. 
The R.A.F. had shot the red tin roofs as full of holes as pepper- 
castors; that was all. Even a few zinnias survived in the 
grass and weeds round the now-ruined summerhouse where 
we had sat and looked out towards Hangrum, so very remote 
then. The S.D.O. of that day had told us about the attack 
and I'd wondered, looking at the saddle and the looming bulk 
of Hemeolowa, whether I’d ever have the luck to set foot in 
a place like that. 

We settled down in the rest-house and waited for Archer. 
The clouds thickened ; grey masses boiled over us, driving 
in lower and more and more steadily from the south-west. 
And still he didn’t come. 

The S.D.O., we found, had been left there alone since the 
invasion started. He had done amazingly well with few 
resources, no orders and no support. He had his own intelli- 
gence screen a full three days’ march away, and news from it 
reached him by relay-runner in less than twenty-four hours. 
In the middle of April, when the Japs were nearest, the Kuki 
Subedar in charge of the Assam Rifles in the fort had been 
detected in communication with the enemy. He claimed 
he was trying to tempt them into an ambush, but his message 
was ambiguous, to say the least, and, with the Kuki record 
what it currently was—even Jampi village, west of the Barak, 
were helping the Japs—it was no time for chances. The 
S.D.O. arrested him and sent him down for court-martial. 

Then as if that weren’t enough, there was the matter of 
Sharp. Sharp, a young Indian Civil Service officer, had served 
in Imphal and knew the district well. He had been hastily 


taken into the Army and sent out to organize an intelligence 
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screen in the gap between Watch and Ward and the Imphal- 
Kohima road. He never reached Tamenglong. The fifty 
Japs whom we had been expecting turned south along the 
hills when only a march or so in. Cutting their way through 
forest, they came out where they were least expected, at 
Haochong on the Imphal-Tamenglong track, blocking it 
and turning back the bulk of the Pioneers—so many extra 
mouths to feed in the box at Imphal. They reached the 
Haochong rest-house just ahead of Sharp. It was almost 
certain now that they had captured and killed him. Search 
continued in the retaken Haochong, but they hadn’t yet found 
his body. 

At the end of a week the Mahratta patrol came back. 
Archer’s Subedar, an old friend, came to us almost in tears 
because they had had no fighting. They rested a day, and 
went. Still there was no sign of Archer and his company. 

Then things began to go wrong. Something had happened 
to the arrangements with Imphal. “V” Force there had 
been told about our move, but somebody, somewhere, had 
failed to pass it on—we never found out for certain what 
happened. Signals flew. And, though we watched the 
Laisong road like Sister Anne, there wasn’t a sign of Archer. 

Every day reports of Jap foraging parties came in. There 
were tales of dumps left unguarded, of mule-convoys laden 
with rice and escorted by two or three men. We traced their 
routes on the map, three or four days from us, on their journeys 
through the villages to levy food. We couldn’t get at them. 
We sat and chafed in the small rest-house. The holes in the 
roofs leaked; the pine-branches scuffed on the tin; and 
out between the trees we could see the hills where the Japs 
were. A mild dysentery broke out, attacking all of us except 
Ison. Bill Tibbetts, for some reason, had it badly. He was 
almost incapacitated for the first few days of June. 

Then we received a signal that two hundred Japs and a 
field-gun were approaching Tamenglong and that we must 
retire at once. 
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But we knew for certain it was a false report, and more 
than that, nonsense. The heart was out of us. We were 
tired and sick of all the bungle there’d been. Albright had 
done so much, had fixed it all, had been to enormous pains to 
make it all sure ; and someone else at a stroke had wrecked the 
lot. We packed up and turned back. As we had thought, 
the repaired bridge was too low. The day before we marched 
the first flood of the year climbed over it. We took the other 
road, by the south and Joute ferry. 

The day we left, Bill’s illness lit up again. I was scared, 
after a while, that he wouldn’t make the journey. But he 
kept going, dosing himself as he went, and never let up or 
complained. Down in the valley-bottom, where the path 
turned suddenly into almost virgin jungle along the river, I 
saw he had vanished abruptly from the line of march. There 
in front of me was a small ravine. On the far side of it were 
our leading scouts. Fifty yards behind them should have been 
Bill, and fifty yards behind him, myself. But there were they 
and there wasn’t a sign of Bill. 

If he had fallen out and collapsed in the jungle—which 
lay, a prickly maze alive with leeches, thick on either side of 
the small path—he might take days to find, if we found him 
at all. Ihad one short, hideous moment of sick panic. Then 
there was a crash of bamboos in the ravine, and loud profanity. 
I peered over the lip. Below was a muddy wallow, a bridge 
in splinters, and Bill, as large as life, thank God, floundering 
in the ruins. 

We stopped that night at the ferry with a hospitable Joute 
Kuki. Bill was better next day, and we pushed on. At 
Hepoloa we came on ninety men of the Observer Corps, 
bound for Tamenglong, right off their route, and in possession 
of our quarters and transport. The whole show seemed to 
have gone haywire. We didn’t care; we only wanted to 
get back somewhere where things were sane, as they had been 
in the old and blessed days under H.Q. We camped in the 
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Naga village, where they were kind to us. Then Impuiloa, 
a vague blue of soaking wet and exhaustion, of mist and 
torrential storms and wet firewood ; down into the narrow, 
plunging cleft of the Jiri gorge, up the far side, over the hill, 
and into the Haijaichak pass by the stragglers’ road, to the 
little look-out and the Mahrattas’ trenches, and all the familiar, 
friendly sights of home. 

We found out then what had happened to Archer. He 
had gone down with dysentery a day or two before he should 
have started. His Colonel, who was just on the edge of retire- 
ment, refused to send another company up, though his British 
officers were almost mutinous about it, and, if I know the 
Mahrattas, the men too. 

I was due for leave and took it, Bill staying in charge. 
Down in Calcutta, it was an effort to undress for bed after 
sleeping so long in my clothes. One felt so unprepared in 
case of a night alarm, and it was difficult to get used to the 
idea of security. The second or third night, I woke to find 
myself groping about on the floor for my Sten gun. When I 
came back, Bill was recalled to active service, for the war had 
gone forward again and Watch and Ward was again a back 
area, 

In November, when the war was well down into Burma 
and there was no more need for us, Watch and Ward was 
wound up. 

Perry, Albright and Scotty came up for the final meeting. 
All the men came in. Laisong village and the camp were 
crammed. Magulong, the finest dancers of the Zemi, sent a 
picked party. Mithan, thanks to inflation, were not obtain- 
able, but Namkia searched the country and found a massive 
pig. 

It was a cool, bright day when we paid them off. A small 
camp table stood outside the house, the wind flipping the 
papers and making us grab at them. On three sides of it, 
in a solid bank, were the gathered scouts ; a hollow square of 


scarlet blankets and jet-black heads, relieved a little here and 
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there by the Kukis’ white turbans and tipped on either side by 
the dull jungle-green of the Assam Rifles. 

One by one the scouts were summoned to the table, received 
their presentations—guns, ivory armlets, knives, certificates 
or cash—took their discharge-papers and retired. The dis- 
bandment over, the kaleidoscope dissolved, those who had 
been given guns running, their red blankets flapping, to the 
end of the spur, where Albright was running a shooting 
competition with flasks of powder for prizes. In the lengthen- 
ing light the whole camp was a scurry of scarlet, of bordered 
Kuki cloths, of Magulong in dance-dress, with huge tam-o’- 
shanters of wound cotton thread, and hornbills’ feathers quiver- 
ing in the stiff breeze. The spectators formed a ring ; Magu- 
long began to dance. They danced all night. 

Next morning the battered boxes went, the rifles and my 
old Sten, and Namkia’s tommy-gun. The Assam Rifles 
escort went, and Albright, Perry and Colonel Scott. The 
long line of porters wound away up the village street and was 
glimpsed once more, finally, where the road climbs the spur, 
the point where, long ago, we had first seen Rawdon Wright. 
Then it was gone. The camp was empty, turned civilian 
again. 

But it was not the same. Too much had happened. The 
scouts, scattering to their villages, hugging their treasured 
guns—they were not the same. They had put their trust in 
us and we in them, and, when the crisis came, neither had 
failed. Our varied elements had been welded into such an 
entity as a year earlier I would not have thought possible. 
But, most important of all, the glass wall had gone. It had 
melted, one couldn’t say when. What we set out to do had 
been done. 
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THE MAN WHO CAME TO CATCH BUTTERFLIES 
} | \HERE was nothing very much in the mail that day 


except a letter from a Colonel Betts, of “V”’ Force, 

who wanted to come and catch butterflies at Laisong 
and asked me if I could help him with the arrangements. I 
wrote him off a line to say I could, and then went on with 
reading the daily papers. 

It was May of 1945. Namkia, I and fifteen ex-scouts had 
just come back from a jungle training-school, where we had 
worked as instructors for the last six months. For the first 
time in years I was at leisure. I'd written to Mr Mills to ask 
about fresh work. He had suggested the Daflas, up in the 
northern hills on the other side of the Brahmaputra Valley. 
There was no use in moving until the Rains were over, so I'd 
settled down again in the old camp to write up my Zemi notes. 

On a soaking wet afternoon a fortnight later, almost the 
very day that the monsoon broke, Namkia came in to say 
that a Sahib was arriving. 

It was, presumably, this peculiar Colonel. With the mon- 
soon driving in as hard as it was, I hadn’t thought he would 
come. I went rather dubiously out by the back door to have 
a look. 

On the rise before the blank west wall of the house were, 
silhouetted against a grey and dripping sky, two lonely figures. 
One was a very long, lean, dampish Colonel, the other a 
small and sodden Gurkha orderly. They hailed us with relief. 
When we had brought them in and given them tea, the 
Colonel in the house, his man in the kitchen, I asked what their 
future plans might be. 
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The Colonel said he would like to stay a few days, as Laisong 
was magnificent butterfly-ground. Only a few weeks earlier, 
Perry, a keen Aurelian, had seen four rare Calinaga on the spur 
itself, and, what is more, caught two. The camp had been 
enlarged and there was plenty of room, so I suggested he use 
the place as a base and let me know when he wanted picnic 
lunches, and with that, more or less, went back to my notes. 

The Colonel, however, seemed curiously slow to start in 
the mornings. One would have imagined that an ardent 
collector with only ten days’ leave and a field like Laisong 
would have been out in pursuit of Calinaga buddha buddha and 
Stichopthalmia Howga from the moment the chill was off and 
his prey moving. But no—ten, eleven o’clock, and the 
Colonel would still be about. There was something, too, a 
little unusual in his manner. It wasn’t—no, he was a very 
charming, amiable Colonel ; but he did seem reluctant to go 
and hunt butterflies. 

On the fourth day of his stay he came home particularly 
early. I, who hadn’t expected him back before tea-time, 
was in the kitchen baking a cake when Namkia came in and 
said the Colonel wanted to see me. Leaving the cake, I 
dusted as much flour as possible off my trousers and went 
across to hear what my guest wanted. He was pacing up and 
down on the far side of the grass as though in some agitation. 
I wondered if he’d been recalled and had to go back at once. 

We fell into step and quarterdecked up and down beside 
the garden. The Colonel was certainly agitated. He was 
slightly incoherent. I was listening with only half an ear, 
most of my mind on the cake, and supposing that we should 
come to the point some time, when, as we came abreast of the 
cannas, I found myself receiving a proposal of marriage. 

The next few minutes were quite chaotic. At the next 
lucid interval, we were in the bungalow. We seemed some- 
how to have become engaged. I was not at all certain it was 
what I intended—I had, really, been thinking about the cake. 


But this was hardly the moment to explain. He was so 
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terribly pleased about it all. It wasn’t, either, as though he 
weren't a suitable Colonel. He was a charming man. I 
couldn’t think offhand of one I liked better. Still, it did all 
seem rather sudden. 

Then he kissed me. He was tall and strong. A chair got 
in the way. The scene resembled a struggle more than an 
embrace. I was in panic lest Namkia come in. My staff 
held strong views on that sort of thing, and should he draw 
the wrong conclusion—he certainly would—the Colonel was 
in for a mass assault. But the embrace concluded, the crisis 
passed, and nobody came in. 

His baptismal names, it appeared, were Frederick Nicholson, 
but he was usually known as Tim. His story was the final 
touch. But I was past the stage of being surprised, the heels 
of the world were uppermost, we were all mad and a little 
more insanity couldn’t matter. 

He had first heard of me by the nickname of the “ Naga 
Queen” the very first day he joined ““V” Force, eighteen 
months before. He had even then been intrigued by the idea 
ofa lady guerilla. Then followed the Jap invasion, when he 
and his camp together were overrun. He had walked out 
for three weeks, right through the Jap Army, arrived at 
Kohima starving, and been shipped out to hospital just before 
the siege began. When Bill Tibbetts, one of the subalterns 
of his detachment, was sent off to my support that summer, 
his reports, when he returned, roused curiosity still further. 
But Fate seemed against a meeting. When I went on leave, 
he missed me by two days at H.Q. in Comilla, and then failed 
to find me in Calcutta. 

A year later, the unit was in Shillong, refitting and training. 
The war was now so far off that there was talk of disbanding 
“'V” Force altogether. Everything was flat, at a loose end. 
It suddenly came to him that now was the time to call on the 
Naga Queen. The war was over, or nearly ; if he was ever 
going to get married, there wasn’t much time to waste, and 
she sounded as if she’d have more in common with him than 
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anyone else he’d met. Anyhow, it was famous butterfly- 
country and he was a keen collector—that gave him an 
excellent excuse ; and if the main objective should prove 
unsuitable or unwilling—well, the time spent wouldn’t all 
have been wasted. He sent a tentative letter off, and, on 
receiving a fairly mild reply, applied to his Commanding 
Officer for leave. 

The C.O. was loath to grant it and asked for reasons. The 
reply—that it was for the purpose of reconnoitring the Naga 
Queen with a possible view to matrimony—knocked the wind 
clean out of his sails and left him with his mouth open, a thing 
the Japs had never been able to do. Tim got his leave. 
What the unit would have thought if they’d known I don’t 
know. My Zemi bodyguard had a reputation. 

The journey itself could hardly be called propitious. He 
missed a train-connection and then missed Perry, and had to 
sit about waiting for both; the Rains broke as he entered 
North Cachar. Late on a dark and streaming day he reached 
the Tolpui pass. Soaking, weary, running with rain, he sat 
down for a rest. It occurred to him that he was a damned 
fool. 

She might be a frightful, hard-faced, horse-toothed Amazon. 
She might throw him out on his ear. In a turmoil of in- 
decision, he drew lots. Long straw, she’s a harpy. Middle 
one, she’s a peach—but she won’t have me. Short one, she’s 
a peach and says yes. 

It came out short. He got up, pulled his green beret firmly 
on his head, and marched off through the rain towards Laisong. 


One thing I did insist upon, and that was a six months’ 
engagement. I would not be rushed ; I must consider. He 
went off back again a day or two later, his leave over, and we 
were to meet again in Shillong in three weeks’ time. | 

When the aged train clanked down off the Hill Section 
and into Badarpur Junction one afternoon in July, a long, 
familiar figure was waiting on the platform. He was afraid 
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for a minute I hadn’t come, and then Namkia’s red waistcoat 
came bobbing through the crowd, an unmistakable landmark, 
and we were all together and fighting our way out to the 
eep. 

As we bowled into the evening along the flat, interminable 
road which runs westward along the foot of the hills, he 
dropped the bombshell. He had been posted to Burma in 
the Military Administration. He wanted the wedding at 
once. 

I said No. 

I went on saying No consistently till we reached Shillong. 
There the Mills family shook my resolution. Tim had been 
round to call on them and announce his intentions—they 
were the best friends I had in India—and they were delighted 
with him. They were all for having the wedding at once. 

The next day Tim called for me with the jeep and we 
argued the matter the length and breadth of Shillong. I 
said No on the peak ; I said No in the Police Bazaar ; I said 
No by the racecourse. At last we found ourselves on the 
Gauhati road and overlooking the American Remount Depot. 
Perhaps it was the lengthening afternoon; perhaps it was 
the sight of several hundred mules. At any rate I said 
Yes, and the next thing I knew, we were tearing round 
Shillong on two wheels in search of the padre and a special 
licence. 

When Tim dropped me outside the hotel that evening, the 
first person I saw was Namkia. I took a deep breath and told 
him the news. 

It was the only time I ever saw him stricken speechless. 

Forty-eight hours later, on July 7th, we were married. 
Cake, wine, wedding-dress, reception—Mrs Mills, by some 
unfathomed miracle, produced them all. Namkia and 
Haichangnang stood picturesquely on cither side of the 
church door—Namkia with his well-deserved British Empire 
Medal just gazetted. There was a guard of honour of Assam 
Rifles. We came out under an arch of kukrics, and the last 
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little rifleman on my side, who was more than usually pint- 
sized, had to raise his weapon at the last moment to avoid 
beheading the bride. All things considered, “V” Force 
let us down pretty lightly. They delivered the groom at the 
church in just the proper state of light anesthesia ; and there 
were only two Army boots and a kerosine can on the back 
of the bridal car. Then we were in the train and bowling 
off to Darjeeling and Sikkim, and Tim’s orderly, Namkia and 
Haichangnang, were with us, each one more bewildered than 
the one before. 

There followed sixteen days’ trek through Sikkim and Tibet. 
We went out over the Nathu La and came back by the Jelap 
La. Halfway to the former a huge Tibetan muleteer at the 
rear of a mule-train greeted Tim joyously with “ Hello, 
Joe!” and just beyond Chumbithang we all sat on the road- 
side for half an hour while Tim, armed with his beret, chased 
a Camberwell Beauty round a chorten. He proved to be 
quite right, and we had a lot in common, but, as we both 
seemed to be mad along the same lines, it appeared a very 
suitable match. 

Then he went off to Burma from Calcutta, jolting away up 
the line with a convoy of trucks, and I and my Naga pair 
rumbled back up the other line, back through green Bengal, 
up by the river steamer, into Badarpur at some unearthly 
hour and up the road from Mahur into the blessed cool. 
Over the top of the range by the Tolpui pass ; and there we 
were again in the old haven. 

The day following our return to Laisong, I saw, in the 
afternoon, a formal procession composed of all my staff leave 
the lines and advance towards the house with Namkia moving 
regally at its head. This was the usual prelude to a petition, 
and I thought it likely that, in view of my new status as a 
married woman, they would ask for a rise in pay. They 
reached the living-room floor and formed up in a line before 
the table. It was a serried rank of solemn faces. I felt a 
twinge of alarm. Was this an ultimatum ? 
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Namkia stepped forward and looked me in the eye. 

“The Sahib,” he said. “‘Is all right.” 

The whole lot turned about and trooped out. The tribe 
had delivered judgement. 

I wonder what they’d have done if he was not? 
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XCEPT for flying visits, Tim didn’t get back till the 
spring of 1946, when he reappeared finally, demobilized, 


and trying for a job on the newly-formed North-East 
Frontier. He found me busy bringing in Magulong to 
perform in Haflong at the VJ Day celebrations. 

The details of that extremely lively expedition are not of 
importance here. Enough to say that when it ended we 
found ourselves asked out to stay at the village itself. Magu- 
long was a remarkable settlement, a thing I had come increas- 
ingly to realize in the last few years, and its headman Khutuing 
was not the least remarkable thing about it. 

I first came across Magulong on a wettish evening in March 
of 1940, when a party of them sought shelter in Asalu camp 
when I was on my very first trip in North Cachar. They 
were gone in the morning, grey, anonymous shapes of which 
I cannot now identify one. They reappeared again in the 
following years as files of salt-traders bound for Mahur 
market, distinguished from the other bands on the road by 
the black-and-white striped skirts which the women wore. 
But, as they lived in Manipur State, outside British India and 
thirty miles off across forbidding hills, we had no real contact 
with them till 1944, when, in June, Bill Tibbetts and I recruited 
scouts from them to watch the Barak crossings. I first 
remember Khutuing then, when he came to Tamenglong to 
see us—a stocky, thick-set, short-necked, laconic man in a worn 
scarlet cloth. 

That summer the village had a dysentery outbreak with a 
heavy death-roll. We sent the ‘‘ V” Force doctor there in 
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a hurry and had to provide them with free relief later on. 
When I passed through the place on one of my last tours, 
they were still in mourning and could not welcome us as they 
would have liked to do. 

It was when they appeared for the “ V” Force show that 
we saw them as they really were. They came down out of 
the hills like a gale from the past. They were Naga incarnate, 
tremendous, rip-roaring savages, men who had taken heads 
but danced like Nijinsky. For drive, for discipline, for skill, 
for sheer zest, they made our North Cachar Zemi look like a 
flock of sheep. Oh, they were heady wine, were Magulong, 
a rich and earthy vintage, splendidly barbarous ! 

Various things held us up during April and we didn’t start 
till the beginning of May. Eastward we went, down into 
the narrow Jiri, up over the far hill—it came on to pour at 
the top, and we climbed into Maovom in sheets of rain, 
ankle-deep in water running down the path. Before us then 
stretched a field of great, green hills, shouldering up one after 
the other in scrub on grass, bamboo on scrub, forest on 
bamboo, till the high crests cut a sky already cloud-smudged 
with the nearing monsoon. Down and down we went from 
Maovom, into the grey-green gulf of the Makru valley. 
Down, and then up, up; climbing sheer, spirally towards 
the black-topped forest ridge; up from Saipimual through 
the dark woods and the elephant-trails, where trees were 
splintered and scarred and footprints like hip-baths lay water- 
filled in the soft soil, and through into gentler woods again, 
to Bungsang. 

In the little camp there Khutuing met us. 

Seeing him for the first time, short, solid and dwarfed by 
the taller men with him, you wouldn’t have thought him a 
personality. But as a youth of eighteen he had taken a 
head during the Kuki rebellion. On great occasions he took 
from their resting-place among his heirlooms the two long 
tails of dull black hair cut from his victim’s head, and wore 
them as ear-ornaments, the tresses, faintly wavy, falling far 
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down on his bare shoulders and chest. He was entitled, too, 
to the great human-hair-tufted shield, the ’ge-ze, which only 
a man who had taken a head might own. Nowhere but in 
Magulong did one see them now—the young men there 
used to carry them in sham fights, leaping, bounding, scissor- 
ing their legs, and making the war-play till the long black 
tassels whisked and flew. It was from Khutuing, too, that I 
learned the headhunter’s war-cry, the deep, humming chant 
of success with which they told the village, and even in the 
morung it gave me a grue. Khutuing was a headman on the 
strength of his character, although he was of a founding 
family, for he was fairly young for the job. You never 
heard him raise his voice; he hardly ever gave an order ; 
yet, while North Cachar headmen shouted and cuffed and 
produced no results at all, Magulong functioned like a machine. 
One word, and the warriors did as he said ; a lift of his finger, 
and the bucks ran to obey. 

From Bungsang we passed on down the ridge and sighted 
Magulong across a grassy valley. 

It stood on a spur jutting out from a high, wooded range 
behind. In the woods we could see cliffs; the hill was 
high and steep. From the village the ground fell away sheer 
and smooth, the path zigzagging down it in twists and elbows, 
past waterfalls, past wild, grey rocks, under crags and into the 
valley bottom. From our feet a track ran down to meet it, 
narrow, stepped, tall reed-grass hemming it in on either side. 
As we halted, a small, drab file among the green immensities, 
there came floating down to us, faint and sweet, the sound of 
distant singing. 

Tim and I stopped and stared. Still it came ; faint, far 
and haunting. Then, with the field-glasses, we saw. Ranged 
on a ledge of rock a little below the village, a group of bucks 
and girls were singing together. 

All through the long, hot trek through the grass the distant 
singing fell to call us on. As we reached and climbed the 
opposite slope, mounting a narrow ledge which twisted and 
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crept up the fantastic, rugged, Wagnerian hill, the singing came 
down to us full and clear, the girls’ high voices blending with 
the boys’. At the back of the file our own growing tail of 
Nagas answered them, and, strophe and antistrophe, verse for 
verse, we came up the last half-mile to the village gate. 

The sound of our party’s singing had brought the villagers 
out. Elders, children and housewives were at the gate. Life 
dissolved suddenly into a kind of opera, for the people of 
Magulong were so steeped from childhood in music and 
dance that they expressed themselves in song just as readily as 
they did in speech, and slipped from one to the other two 
or three times in the course of a conversation. Escorted 
by the bucks and girls, still singing, we turned to the gate 
itself. The entrance rose steeply, in a narrow flight of steps. 
Up we went, through the gap in the cactus hedge ; and were 
at once in an airy village street, the wide Barak valley lying 
far beyond and dark, weathered houses dotting the spur. 
The chorus deployed behind us and continued to sing. 

Then we took stock of the wide street nearer at hand. 
There were the village council, set in a row. There was a 
line of forty bottles of rice-beer. There may well have been 
many more, we dared not count. There was a small bull- 
mithan tied to a post. One of the elders got up and began to 
speak. 

Namkia and Khutuing explained. Tim and I had been 
married, the village knew, by the Sahibs’ laws and rites. But, 
on behalf of the tribe, there ought to be more. It was right 
that I, who was a Zemi, should also be married by tribal 
rites as well—the only rites which the Zemi recognized. 
Magulong, therefore, proposed to see it done. We consented 
faintly. There wasn’t much choice. 

There were three or four days to wait before everything 
was ready for the ceremony. I had heard vague rumours 
from the Zemi of a big cave somewhere near Magulong, and, 
through Namkia, asked Khutuing if he would take us to see it. 
After a moment’s weighing of the request—we found out 
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later why—he said he would ; and the next day was fixed 
for the expedition. 

We started early, most of the headmen, some of the warriors 
and several bucks escorting us. Young Namde, the slim, 
impetuous, fiery boy who had been Magulong’s leading 
scout, attached himself to Tim as a gun-bearer and walked 
at our heels as impatient as a young leopard of the slow pace. 
Up the hill we went, climbing through fields to woods, 
higher and higher; up through the untouched forest, far 
behind and away, over logs, through underbrush which 
thinned as we mounted and trees which grew small with the 
height ; till at last we were almost at the summit. It rose 
in front of us in a dome. On its brow, as we looked at it 
across a cleft and between the trunks of the trees, were scrubby 
mountain growths and thin bushes ; and, splash upon splash 
of white in the summer sun, were snow-white rhododendrons 
—huge white blooms, fading a little now with the season old, 
but caught and hung everywhere about the barrenness of the 
peak. They came down in a fringe along the slope; and 
below the roots the ground, with a slash, ended—down went 
a wall of rock, water-stained, vertical ; down out of sight, 
into space, down to the dull green of the valley below. As 
we stood waiting for the guides to move on towards the 
peak, the man leading us turned and slid over what looked 
like the edge of the gulf itself. 

We followed, clawing our way down hand and footholds 
kicked in a bank of loose earth. They became a ledge, which 
turned under a rock, and twisting, clinging, we clambered 
into a cleft. Scrub, gnarled roots, loose scree, scramble and 
clutch, struggle and hold and pull, round projections and 
inlets of the mountain-side—goodness knows which way 
they took us through. A flange of rock stood out from the 
hill. The path turned left up it, and where it met the edge 
of the flange there was a small nick over which the guide 
ahead of me vanished with a vault and a scramble. His head 
and shoulders reappeared and he gave me a hand over. Right 
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on the edge, in the elbow of the climb, were the remains 
of a wall; beyond, a rock-shelf led away gently down. 

Another twenty yards, and the cliff was jutting above us 
to form a roof. Abruptly Tim and I stopped, and stood 
staring. 

The cliff on whose ledge we were curved round in an 
amphitheatre, closing the head of a wild and tree-filled ravine. 
In that cliff, immediately before us, was an immense rock- 
arch. Three hundred feet it spanned from side to side and 
seventy feet from top to bottom slab. Behind was a wide, 
shallow cave, flat-roofed and sloping-floored, stained with 
all shades of grey and earthy-brown. Treetops rose to meet 
it from the depths below and a thin, bright waterfall splashed 
down over the mouth and into a shallow pool. Here was 
the secret hold of the village, where in time of war the whole 
community hid, men, women, children, pigs and poultry ; 
above and below were cliffs, beyond were crags—there was 
no entrance but the climb over the rib, where one man at a 
breastwork could hold off an army. Only once before in the 
history of Magulong had strangers been allowed to see the 
place; years ago, as a great honour, they had shown it to 
Gaidiliu. 

We reached the cave before the others did, and standing 
there, saw the long file slipping, with quick and supple gait, 
down the sloping path. The golden-tawny figures, hard, 
perfect and Greek, the scarlet cloths and coloured necklaces, 
the grey-brown background of the weathered rock, were 
breathless, lovely beauty in the sunlight ; blue-green beyond, 
the forest fell away ; and high above, in the last, uplifted cleft 
of the crags, white rhododendrons tossed against the sky. 

We sat for a while in the great, grey, golden-lit shelter, 
watching the little fall glitter and splash in the black basin of 
rock. Then someone said : 

‘“ There is a spirit here.” 

“What spirit 2” 

“We do not know. But we often hear it call.” 

[243] 


Magulong 


“What sort of call?” 

“T can’t explain—let’s go along and see.” 

We left the great half-moon cave by the opposite tip to 
that by which we came, and scrambled incredibly over rock- 
ledges thick with serow-droppings—the hill must have been 
alive with the animals. The ground was broken, full of 
screes; the slopes were almost too steep to stand. High 
above us still ran an unbroken cliff. Then, as we struggled 
through a little wood, there was a noise. The man in front of 
me stopped. 

“There! Did you hear? The spirit.” 

We straightened up and stood holding to the mossy branches 
of the stunted trees; but it did not call again. We were 
just at the entrance to a shallow bay, stony and walled with 
cliff, and we scrambled on into it and out of the wood. On 
the other side of the bay and thirty yards from us was a steep, 
bare, scree-strewn slope which ran up between crags and 
ended in crags again. There was a sharp, harsh cry. 

“What the devil’s that?” said Tim. 

One of the men hallooed and the thing squalled back. It 
seemed to come from the scree, and there were two or three 
distinct repetitions of it. It might have been a wild-cat, but 
it was no cry that we knew. Tim looked over the slope 
with the field-glasses. Though it was close and almost bare 
of cover, there was nothing at all to be seen. Then it cried 
again. 

“Could it be a serow?”’ I asked. 

The Zemi laughed. No, it was no serow. It was no beast 
that they knew. They had never seen it, but they always 
heard the cry here, and only here. Nor could Tim, the 
naturalist, give it a name. It was a puzzle to him. The 
men shouted to make it answer again, but there was no reply. 
The thing, whatever it was, had gone. 

Back we went through the arching wonder of the hold, that 
superb grey curve framing the greens, the blues, the forests 
and the hills away to the last pale mists beyond Tamenglong. 
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Out by the narrowing ledge we moved and over the rib, 
climbing down backwards, carefully, ladderwise. Now not 
a trace of the hold remained. Then up the earthy slope, 
with struggle and slip and kick, back to the path again ; and 
down and down through the trees, from mountain forest 
out to the open fields, to the evening light, to the Barak’s 
deep rift, to the village little and small and pale below ; 
scrambling, running, laughing, hurrying down from an 
other-world of beauty and air and light to the sad, unkind, 


impermanent land of men. 
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ment in the North-East Frontier service. He had been 

given the Subansiri Area, the post we hardly dared hope 
for, the last unexplored tract. Time was short, it was a long 
way back to the railway ; only a day or two more and we 
must go. 

The wedding ceremonies were set in train. First Khutuing 
adopted me by the name of Katazile, meaning “ Giver of 
All”’—the “V” Force free relief was the reason for that. 
It had saved Magulong from famine, and many households 
still preserved scraps of the salt, part-relics, part-talismans. 
Tim next presented Khutuing with a spear, the gift of respect, 
and a hundred rupees as my nominal marriage-price. Khutu- 
ing replied with the cloth of betrothal—not a white cloth, as 
in Asalu and Laisong, but a crimson-bordered mraipan, the 
full-dress cloth of Magulong and its group. 

Then came the ceremony proper. A cock was strangled 
by the village priest and the omens taken from the way it 
crossed its feet. The flesh was cooked and set in a special 
dish ; and with the shapely cane rice-basket which Khutuing 
gave me, the symbol of wifely duties—there should have been 
axe, hoe and spindle too, but there wasn’t time to get them 
—we walked out from Khutuing’s house and back to the 
camp man and wife by Zemi law. The dish of meat was 
carried by a herculean warrior, Khutuing’s lieutenant, and set 
down in the hut for us to eat, the formal first meal of married 
life ; and that concluded the Zemi ceremony. 

Not, however, the celebrations. For a people who sang 
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as much as they spoke and danced as much as they sang an 
occasion without a party was unthinkable. It began that 
afternoon at four o'clock, in the great, dark, smoky hall of 
Khutuing’s morung. Vats of rice-beer filled the back of the 
room. The bucks and warriors of both morungs were there, 
the elders were there. 

A dance in the morung has an atmosphere all its own. 
The huge hall with its two pillars and fires burning on 
the floor is part smoky darkness and part yellow light ; the 
dancers pass from one to the other, one moment lit to 
the last richness of detail, the next lost, a dim movement in 
the recesses. Behind the fires shadowy figures move and drift 
and watch, drummers, singers, girls waiting their turn, men 
bustling with drinks for the swaying choir. Time vanishes, 
the ages roll back ; the stars are the same as they were three 
centuries ago ; the gates are shut against the Angami, and the 
Zemi dance as their ancestors danced before them—roads, 
railways, the Government, have rolled away as though they 
had never been and outside in the night the countryside lies 
spread under the sky as wild, as beautiful as before the white 
man came. 

We danced, we sang till the sun went down. We danced 
the moon down, too; all three cockcrows and sunrise, we 
danced them by ; we were dancing still when the housewives 
woke to the day. At ten o'clock, at our urgent request, the 
party broke up at last. Chanting, singing, dancing, they saw 
us home. In the morning sun, the small, hedged compound 
was filled with feathers and colour. Grouped about the 
doorway, they sang good-bye. They ended at last with the 
ho-ho-ing, the heroa-kai, that wild, ringing, barbaric chorus 
which I think would rouse me out of my coffin. They 
fairly threw the notes out, chord on chord, magnificent, 
savage, with the clang of bells.) Up went a quivering arm. 
The whole band checked, on one sustained note. A second’s 
pause; then “HOI!” It was finished. 

The next morning we left. Half the bucks of the village 
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wanted to come with us to work. The village suffered 
from the Barail’s disease—shortage of land and chronic poverty. 
We took down names and told them we’d send back later. 
Elders, women, warriors, said good-bye. They all addressed 
us now by the proper terms—aunt, uncle, son-in-law, daughter, 
as the relationship might be. Priests blessed us. Khutuing, 
carrying a head-taker’s shield I had acquired, was to come 
down with us. At last, at very long last, we left the village 
gate; rice-beer, gifts, blessings, farewell advice—slowly we 
cleared them all, and dropped down the long, winding hill 
to the stream. Far behind us, falling clearly through the 
empty air, came boys’ and girls’ voices from the gateway 
ledge. They were singing the song of farewell to a girl who 
marries outside the village : 


““Tt is as though we lived, and one had died ; 
Weeping, we remain. 
O since we weep, return again, ascend ! 
O mount the road! O climb the steep again!” 


At the bottom, suddenly, between the high walls of reeds, 
a small boy was discovered to be carrying Tim’s shotgun. 
He was not more than eight, the leader of the pack which 
had been catching butterflies and locating birds for Tim in 
the scrub surrounding the camp. It was unauthorized. He 
was a stowaway. Elders and headmen, in an awful silence, 
surrounded him. 

“What,” said Khutuing, “are you doing here?” 

There was a wet snivel. 

“T want to go away and work for the Sahib,” said a small, 
sad voice. “‘ He gives you plenty to eat.” 

“Have you your father’s leave ?” 

“No.” 

‘““Go home,” said Khutuing. 

Mutely the small figure handed over the gun. Heart- 
broken, bent, it turned round in its tracks and trudged off 
home. The column resumed the climb to Bungsang. 
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It was already late in May, an unpredictable month, and as 
we reached Saipimual the weather broke. Out of leaden 
skies, sheet upon sheet of water fell upon us. The forest 
streamed, paths gushed like gutters; and when we reached 
the Makru bridge next day, we scrambled over a footway 
just awash. The unbridged Jiri lay between us and home. 
The rain thinned to a drizzle as we neared Maovom, but the 
hope was vain. In the small hours we heard a downpour 
thundering on the palm-leaf thatch and we woke in the 
morning to steady rain and cloud trailing like smoke-wreaths 
about the hill. The headman reported early that the Jiri 
could not be crossed and that he had sent men down to start a 
bridge. If we went down rather later, about mid-morning, 
there was a hope that it would be over. 

We started as soon as the rain let up a little. In drifting 
showers and a few rare hints of sun we clambered, by slow 
and difficult paths, down through fields towards the upper 
Jiti. We were now at the narrowest part of the river, opposite 
Thingje, a mile or more upstream from the usual ford. But, 
as we reached the lower fields and neared the site of the 
bridge, somebody said that it was not yet ready; so, the 
rain increasing a little then, we stacked our baggage under the 
stilts of a field-house and ourselves climbed up to the platform 
to eat our lunch. Khutuing, meanwhile, put down the hairy 
shield he had been carrying and, with Namkia, went off 
down to the stream to give the bridgers a hand. 

An hour or so later, tired of waiting, we went down to see. 
Four or five cold, wet Kukis were sitting about on the bank. 
There were some stones and a few bamboos; no one and 
nothing else. Between us and the North Cachar bank the 
Jiri was coming down as I had never seen it before—rolling, 
tearing, lashing, whipping ; the red water flicking by, flotsam 
vanishing downstream almost as you saw it. The Kukis said 
they had started to fell a big tree whose trunk would serve 
as a bridge. But, as they worked, the river still rose, and as 
the tree fell the water swelled over it. Two men only 
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managed to dash across, and they had gone to Thingje to 
fetch help. 

It began to rain heavily again. We were all cold. We 
collected brushwood from under the bushes, where it was fairly 
dry, dragged up a log or two and lit a big fire. The Kukis 
squatted round it, shivering. Then, pushing through the 
wood with a load of bamboos, came Khutuing. 

We stood or squatted there by the fire and watched Khutu- 
ing, almost single-handed, bridge seventy-five feet of river. 
He knew how to make a cantilever span, a Zemi type, and the 
Kukis did not. The Maovom men pushed, hauled, laid 
stones and cut lashings under his direction. First the upper 
bamboos went in, well weighted down by stone revetments 
rammed against the bank ; then the footway, four long, stout 
bamboos thrust home into the soil and lashed to the upper 
pieces. They managed to fix one supporting trestle close in 
to the bank, and after that underpinning was impossible 
because of the depth and speed of the water. 

The rain came still heavier now, beating on us with a 
greater weight. It drummed down over the fields and forest 
with a dull roar. We were all soaked. The Kukis’ wet, 
coarse clothes clung damply to them; Khutuing’s old kilt 
—he had shed his cloth—was like wet sacking. He took a 
long, thin, whippy bamboo rod, cut with a piece of the main 
stem left to form a hook, and walked out slowly with it on the 
shaking footway. 

The long bamboos which formed this were wet with rain, 
slippery and untied. They bounced and leaped under him. 
Carefully, slowly, he reached up with the hooked bamboo 
till he caught the overhead span. Then he pulled it down till 
the upper span began to spring, and, still keeping tension on 
the bamboo rod, sat down and straddled the footway. Lock- 
ing his legs below it, he passed the straining bamboo rod 
under, bent it round, held it, and made it fast, and the first 
support was complete. The Kukis passed him out another 
hooked rod ; still sitting, he fished for the span on the other 
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side, and repeated the process. He moved up two or three 
feet and began again. 

The rain thundered on our backs. Watching the river, 
we saw it rise. It mounted over the roots, pecked at the 
bank ; the note of the stream deepened, the rocks and boulders 
grumbled in the bed. The water climbed up over the stone 
revetment, over the butt-ends of the bridge bamboos, over 
the end of the footway. Still Khutuing worked. Still the 
rain came down in a solid wall. It stood like a screen of 
leaden rods between us and the other bank. 

Now Khutuing was out at the extreme end. With every 
move the unsupported footway quivered and jerked. He was 
twenty feet out from the bank, the Jiri was running twelve 
knots, and under him red waves jumped and licked and 
rolled, rushing down feverishly into a long rapid. 

“Tf he slips, he hasn’t a hope in hell,” said Tim. 

We went on watching. I don’t know what would have 
happened had he gone in. I think we should both have gone 
in after him, and I doubt whether any of us would have 
come out. 

The footway was so glassy with rain, so quaking and un- 
stable, that the Kukis would not venture along it. They 
passed the necessary bamboos out to Khutuing, who could 
not even turn round lest the footway tilt. With every move- 
ment he bounced and swayed a foot or two up or a foot side- 
ways, the bamboos slewing about and giving unequally. 
The water lapped up another inch or two, covering the first 
lashing or so at the bank end of the footway. 

Then, suddenly, there was a new note in the river, and the 
Kukis who were at the near end of the bridge broke and ran 
and fell scrambling outward to the bank, and, branches and 
limbs looming high over us, a giant tree, the one they had 
first felled, came rolling down on the flood and right at the 
bridge and Khutuing. 

He didn’t run. He’d have fallen off if he had. Quietly, 
calmly, without the least fuss, he walked back. He didn’t 
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even bother to make the bank, but stood above the trestle 
to watch the tree strike. It hit the bridge squarely. The 
bamboos creaked and snapped, the structure canted. The 
tree swung, twisted, veered away and was gone, swirling 
clear of the bridge and into the rapid below. Khutuing went 
back to his post, testing the footway, mending broken ties, 
and sat down to his job as though nothing had happened. | 

Then on the far bank bare, brown figures appeared. There 
were shouts. Bamboos were fetched, an opposite span begun. 
More and more Zemi bobbed there among the trees, scrambled 
about and dragged bamboos to the spot. His work done, 
Khutuing came back to the fire. We made some tea and all 
drank it from the camp mugs. Thingje, over the way, were 
working like fiends. Out, and out, their side of the bridge 
grew. Its footway met ours, the upper spans tapped each 
other. Thingje ran out other bamboos and covered the gap. 
Up went side-hooks, under went lashings; at four o’clock 
the bridging was complete. 

Khutuing was the first over. He tested the bridge as he 
went, treading and trying. As he jumped off into the scrub 
beyond, we and the porters followed. At five o’clock we 
reached the Thingje camp. It was still raining. Down 
behind us the Jiri roared. 

There was all Laisong camp to pack. While we hammered 
cases shut, Khutuing, discovering we had no picnic-basket, 
sat down in a corner and made us one, working the cane as 
calmly and with the same detachment from confusion round 
him as he had the bridge. He said he would like to come 
down to the railway with us and see us on the train—he 
wanted to shake hands with us when we left. There was a 
special significance in that gesture. We were not just two 
white people who called him “ Father” for fun, but were 
linked to him in a relationship of much greater emotional 
depth. The handshake was the public expression of this. 

At the last moment two Magulong boys joined us. One 
was young Namde, the other his friend Lungchiwong, the 
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pick of a dozen applicants. Dogs, boys, baggage, we reached 

the station. The worn and grubby train came clanking in. 

The boys and servants scrambled for seats, we loaded the 

luggage. Stepping out, we shook hands soberly with 
utuing. 

“Go well, son-in-law. Go well, my daughter. Bring 
my grandchild to show me if you can.” 

“Remain well, my father.” 

Namkia, who was going one station up the line, climbed 
into the train. Khutuing and the porters turned and left. 
I watched them going down the bazaar path. Khutuing’s 
head was bent. He was crying. 

The train pulled out of the station and rumbled away to 
the north. 
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GLOSSARY 


A hut of bamboo and grass, much used in Assam. 

A Tibetan stone monument. 

A large chopping-knife used by the Assam hill- 
tribes for jungle-cutting, as a weapon, and for 
every other conceivable purpose. 

A native medical assistant. 

Commonly used to denote any Naga holy day or 
religious festival. From the Angami Naga word 
kenna. 

A general term for the wooden posts put up by 
wealthy Nagas to commemorate individual cere- 
monial feasts. The type of post varies from tribe 
to tribe and sometimes from village to village. 

A carrying-basket of cane or bamboo, 3 ft. high, 
closely woven and interlined with leaves. It has 
four legs or a base of stiff bark, and the basket 
slopes up from a narrow bottom to a wide circular 
mouth. The lid is pointed or domed. Used by 
the Nagas for storing valuables and by travelling 
Europeans for carrying baggage. 

Bos frontalis ; a domesticated variety of the Indian 
bison, kept by many of the Assam hill-tribes for 
sacrificial purposes and as currency. 

The Bachelors’ Hall of a Naga village. 

The Indian unit of currency. At the time to which 
this book refers it was worth about 35 cents. 
on 1/6d. 

Nemorhhedus rubida. A goat-like species of ante- 
lope living on forested cliffs. 
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